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Light And Black Magic: Alvin Langdon Coburn And The Potential Of Abstract
Photography
Abstract
Thanks to his dazzling Vortographs, Alvin Langdon Coburn (1882–1966) is known as one of the first to
create abstract photographs. Through these remarkable pictures, made in 1916 and 1917 with a
peripheral connection to the British Vorticist movement, he opened new and fertile territory within earlytwentieth century avant-garde photography and within avant-garde visual culture more broadly. My
dissertation brings to light the conditions that enabled Coburn to conceive of abstract photography, that
guided him to the specific forms of the Vortographs, and that drove him to present the pictures as a vitally
necessary breakthrough in his chosen medium.
This study begins with an examination of Coburn’s early career, during which he became dedicated to
photography as an art of composition in which aesthetic value was located primarily in the carefully
considered arrangement of shapes and tones. This led him to nearly abstract pictures as early as 1906. A
decade later, the trying conditions of World War I drove Coburn to studio work (taking a camera outdoors
would have seen him arrested on suspicion of spying) and high ambition (disturbed by the war, he sought
to assert his humanity through heroic art). To better understand the abstract images that followed, I
partnered with the artist and photographer Gregory Vershbow to reconstruct the processes behind
Coburn’s glistening pictures, which have previously remained unexplained. Our discoveries show that the
Vortographs resulted from a range of methods that were skillfully conceived to preserve the pictures’
abstraction through visual disorientation. I then trace Coburn’s promotion of his new work as proof of
photography’s modernist potential, and his efforts to urge his fellow photographers towards parallel
avant-garde experimentation—efforts that ultimately failed amid the traditionalism of the British
photography community. Although he could not sway his contemporaries, Coburn opened the possibility
of abstract photography for every artist that would follow him. In my conclusion, I describe how the
Vortographs circumvent photography’s vaunted connection to indexical representation to achieve
abstraction not in spite of, but through their intensive grounding in the physical world.
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ABSTRACT
LIGHT AND BLACK MAGIC: ALVIN LANGDON COBURN AND
THE POTENTIAL OF ABSTRACT PHOTOGRAPHY
Jeffrey James Katzin
Michael Leja

Thanks to his dazzling Vortographs, Alvin Langdon Coburn (1882–1966) is
known as one of the first to create abstract photographs. Through these remarkable
pictures, made in 1916 and 1917 with a peripheral connection to the British Vorticist
movement, he opened new and fertile territory within early-twentieth century avant-garde
photography and within avant-garde visual culture more broadly. My dissertation brings
to light the conditions that enabled Coburn to conceive of abstract photography, that
guided him to the specific forms of the Vortographs, and that drove him to present the
pictures as a vitally necessary breakthrough in his chosen medium.
This study begins with an examination of Coburn’s early career, during which he
became dedicated to photography as an art of composition in which aesthetic value was
located primarily in the carefully considered arrangement of shapes and tones. This led
him to nearly abstract pictures as early as 1906. A decade later, the trying conditions of
World War I drove Coburn to studio work (taking a camera outdoors would have seen
him arrested on suspicion of spying) and high ambition (disturbed by the war, he sought
to assert his humanity through heroic art). To better understand the abstract images that
followed, I partnered with the artist and photographer Gregory Vershbow to reconstruct
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the processes behind Coburn’s glistening pictures, which have previously remained
unexplained. Our discoveries show that the Vortographs resulted from a range of
methods that were skillfully conceived to preserve the pictures’ abstraction through
visual disorientation. I then trace Coburn’s promotion of his new work as proof of
photography’s modernist potential, and his efforts to urge his fellow photographers
towards parallel avant-garde experimentation—efforts that ultimately failed amid the
traditionalism of the British photography community. Although he could not sway his
contemporaries, Coburn opened the possibility of abstract photography for every artist
that would follow him. In my conclusion, I describe how the Vortographs circumvent
photography’s vaunted connection to indexical representation to achieve abstraction not
in spite of, but through their intensive grounding in the physical world.
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INTRODUCTION
Thanks to his glimmering Vortographs [figures 1–10], Alvin Langdon Coburn is
known as one of the first to create abstract photographs. Through these remarkable
pictures, made in 1916 and 1917, he opened new and fertile territory within earlytwentieth century avant-garde photography, and indeed within avant-garde visual culture
more broadly. But abstract photography has a long prehistory. In the last line of a
notebook entry dated February 27, 1839, William Henry Fox Talbot made a memo to
himself: “Make picture of Kaleidoscope.”1 As far as primacy is concerned, this brief and
astonishing fragment gives Coburn some famous and much earlier competition. Talbot
had invented one of the earliest photographic processes five years prior, but he failed to
inform the public of his discovery until after he was devastatingly upstaged by Louis
Daguerre in January 1839. At this crucial moment, even as he finally rushed to stake his
claim to the invention of photography, it apparently occurred to Talbot that his
1

William Henry Fox Talbot, Notebook P, page 27, reproduced in Records of the Dawn of
Photography: Talbot’s Notebooks P & Q, edited by Larry J. Schaaf (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996). I should credit Susan Sontag for bringing this fourword passage to my attention by including it as the last fragment featured in the section
“A Brief Anthology of Quotations (Homage to W.B.),” which brings to a close her
consummate work of photography scholarship, On Photography. Annotating Sontag,
Leland Poague and Kathy A. Parsons note that “‘W.B.’ doubtless refers to Walter
Benjamin; the idea of ‘quotations’ refers to Benjamin’s ‘ideal project,’ a pious work of
salvage,’ as it is discussed in [Sontag’s chapter] ‘Melancholy Objects.’” From Talbot to
Brewster, Coburn, Sontag, and Benjamin, the connections here are appropriately
kaleidoscopic. Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux,
1973), 204; Leland Poague and Kathy A. Parsons, Susan Sontag: An Annotated
Bibliography, 1948–1992 (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 2000), 59. I should also
credit Maria Romakina for making a similar connection between Talbot and Coburn to
introduce an essay of her own, though I found that text after writing my passage here.
Maria Romakina, “Architectural Hybrids In Kaleidoscopic Photography,” Serbian
Architectural Journal, vol. 7, no. 2 (2015): 243.
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“photogenic drawings” could be used to capture the sparkling patterns seen through a
kaleidoscope. (In its brevity his note is somewhat ambiguous, but it seems unlikely that
he intended to make a picture of the device’s decidedly less exciting exterior, or a
diagram of its then well-known construction.) Talbot owned at least two kaleidoscopes,
one received as a gift from his stepfather Charles Feilding in 1820 and another purchased
from an optician named Taylor in 1833.2 He even counted the device’s inventor, Sir
David Brewster, as a close friend. It could be that abstract photography is just a month
younger than public knowledge of photography itself.
Perhaps disappointingly, however, there no evidence that Talbot brought his
suggestion of kaleidoscopic photography to fruition.3 The first to actually combine a
kaleidoscope with photographic recording may have been Brewster himself, who sought
to reinvigorate interest in his famous optical toy in 1858. The minutes of the St. Andrews
Literary and Philosophical Society show that on January 30 of that year “Sir David
Brewster explained how he had succeeded in obtaining photographs of the figures in the
Kaleidoscope.… Specimens thus obtained were exhibited to the society.”4 The examples

2

Letter from Charles Feilding to William Henry Fox Talbot, 14 December 1820, in The
Correspondence of William Henry Fox Talbot, project director Larry J. Schaaf, De
Montfort University,
http://foxtalbot.dmu.ac.uk/letters/transcriptDocnum.php?docnum=2113; William Henry
Fox Talbot, “Bills and Receipts, 1824–1876,” Oxford, Bodleian Libraries, MS. WHF
Talbot 59, http://www.bodley.ox.ac.uk/dept/scwmss/wmss/online/1500-1900/talbotfox/talbot-fox.html.
3
In search of these photographs, I contacted the Bodleian Libraries at Oxford University
(which hold Talbot’s archive) and the Royal Society Picture Library in London. I also
searched in the Talbot catalogue raisonné, which is hosted online by the Bodleian
Libraries and includes over 20,000 negatives and prints.
4
Minutes of the St. Andrews Literary and Philosophical Society, University Library, St.
Andrews, reproduced in Martin Kemp, “‘Philosophy in Sport’ and the ‘Sacred Precincts’:
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he provided do not seem to have survived to the present, but later in 1858 Brewster
detailed his methods in the “Greatly Enlarged” second edition of his treatise on the
kaleidoscope [fig. 12].5 He described kaleidoscopic photography as simple, easy, and
cheap, noting that “the most complex figures can be almost instantaneously transferred to
paper, or to plated copper, and hundreds of designs offered to the choice of the artist who
is to employ them.”6 But, insofar as Brewster proposed that artists should “employ” the
resulting “designs” for secondary purposes rather than treat them as finished images, he
was not promoting what would now be considered abstract art. Photography itself would
not be regarded as an artistic medium for some time, and Brewster (like Talbot before
him) was only curious about the practical advantages of conjoining two optical devices—
the kaleidoscope and the camera. The suggestion to involve the latter found in the1858
enlarged edition of his treatise was thus only a continuation of a line of thought already
present in the 1819 original, which stressed the potential of the kaleidoscope as an
industrial tool “by which the operations of the artist may be facilitated and improved” and
applied to both the “fine and useful arts.”7

Sir David Brewster on the Kaleidoscope and Stereoscope,” in Muse and Reason: The
Relation of Arts and Sciences 1650–1850, edited by B. Castel, J.A. Leith, and A.W. Riley
(Kingston, ON: Royal Society of Canada, 1994), 229. Brewster served as vice president
of the St. Andrews Literary and Philosophical Society.
5
In looking for these pictures I contacted the University of St. Andrews (where
Brewster’s archive is housed) and the Royal Society Picture Library in London.
6
David Brewster, The Kaleidoscope: Its History, Theory, and Construction, 2nd edition
(London: John Murray, 1858), 148–153.
7
David Brewster, Treatise on the Kaleidoscope (Edinburgh: Archibald Constable & Co.,
1819), 115. Brewster goes on to claim: “It will create, in a single hour, what a thousand
artists could not invent in the course of a year; and while it works with such unexampled
rapidity, it works also with a corresponding beauty and precision.” In both versions of the

4
Differentiations of this sort explain why Coburn, because of his own images
reminiscent of kaleidoscopic views, is appropriately described as one of the first
“intentional” abstract photographers, along with Erwin Quedenfeldt in Germany and
Pierre Dubreuil in France. Although Quedenfeldt and Dubreuil’s respective abstractions
narrowly preceded Coburn’s, neither body of work was widely known until much later,
and Coburn died in 1966 believing that he had originated the genre.8 Just as Talbot and
Daguerre had simultaneously brought photography into being, working in isolation yet in
a common direction, this trio of artists independently invented photographic abstraction
three times over.9 While earlier photographers had produced images without recognizable
subject matter, these were products of chemical or mechanical accident, in service of
scientific experimentation, or for other non-artistic purposes like Brewster’s.10 With his

treatise, Brewster emphasized the use of a kaleidoscope itself—and not pictures derived
from it—as an “instrument of amusement.”
8
Coburn’s autobiography was published just before his death, and in it he plainly stated
“I created these first purely abstract photographs.” Citing a 1960 letter to Helmut
Gernsheim, who helped compile the autobiography, Tom Normand notes that Coburn
was indeed keen “to be fully recognized as the progenitor of photographic abstraction.”
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Alvin Langdon Coburn: Photographer, An Autobiography,
edited by Helmut Gernsheim and Alison Gernsheim (London: Faber & Faber, 1966), 104;
Tom Normand, “Alvin Langdon Coburn and the Vortographs,” in The Vorticists:
Manifesto for a Modern World, edited by Mark Antliff and Vivien Greene (London: Tate
Publishing, 2010), 85.
9
As Geoffrey Batchen’s research thoroughly demonstrates, the general idea of
photography emerged as early as the 1700s, while genuine experiments towards the
creation of photographic technology began around 1800. The medium’s origins are even
more diffuse than giving dual credit to Talbot and Daguerre would suggest, and this
quality of dispersion can be said to apply to many aspects of photography’s history, well
beyond its origins. Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire (Cambridge: Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, 1997), 30–53.
10
For a detailed study of photography of this kind, see Michelle Smiley, “‘An American
Sun Shines Brighter’: Art, Science, and the American Reinvention of Photography,” PhD
dissertation (Bryn Mawr College, 2020).
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“Vortographs,” produced in late 1916 and early 1917, Coburn instead created
photographs with the clear and certain aim that they should be non-representational yet
complete and autonomous images, just as worthy of exhibition and sustained attention as
any other work of art.
***
Alvin Langdon Coburn was born in 1882, the only child in a Boston family made
wealthy by his father’s garment manufacturing business. His father died unexpectedly in
1891, and the young boy formed a close relationship with his mother Fannie, living and
traveling with her until her death in 1928. He began making photographs at a very early
age, and before turning twenty he had exhibited his work in London and Paris, operated
studios in Boston and New York, and been elected a member of Alfred Stieglitz’s highly
influential Photo-Secession. Coburn became an Anglophile, joining the progressive
British photographic society known as the Linked Ring and making nine Atlantic
crossings before settling permanently in the United Kingdom in 1912.11 He had highly
successful one-man shows at London’s Royal Photographic Society and Goupil Gallery
in 1906 and 1913, respectively. In 1913 he published Men of Mark, his most successful
book of photographs (featuring portraits of George Bernard Shaw, Henry James, W.B.
Yeats, and many other luminaries), filled with photogravures printed in a busy studio that
he set up inside his home on the banks of the Thames [figs. 13–17]. In 1910 he made a
close friend in the well-connected American painter Max Weber, who introduced him to
abstract and modernist art. By the mid-1910s he had become a peripheral figure in the
11

Pamela Glasson Roberts, “Alvin Langdon Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” in Alvin
Langdon Coburn, exhibition catalogue (Madrid: Fundación Mapfre, 2014), 17.
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British Vorticist movement, which, under the leadership of the English painter Wyndham
Lewis and another expatriate American, the poet Ezra Pound, aimed to expand upon
Cubism and Futurism.
With Pound as a collaborator and no later than September 1916, Coburn began
creating abstract photographs using mirrors and crystals. He also made partially abstract
portraits of Pound [figs. 18–24]. The poet immediately dubbed the work “vortography,”
brought it under the Vorticist banner, and ceded full authorial credit for the images to the
photographer. Coburn exhibited eighteen of his abstract, non-portrait Vortographs
alongside thirteen of his little-known paintings at the Camera Club in London in February
1917. The pictures received resoundingly negative critical appraisal, and he returned to
more typical photography. He subsequently completed a handful of successful
photographic projects, including some in which his intense emphasis on compositional
features reaches a point of semi-abstraction.
However, by the mid-1920s Coburn had abandoned photography almost entirely,
moving to the Welsh countryside, joining the Freemasons and a smaller group called The
Universal Order, and committing himself to a lifelong pursuit of religious mysticism. It
was only in the late 1940s that contact with historians of photography, including
Beaumont and Nancy Newhall and Helmut and Alison Gernsheim, renewed Coburn’s
interest in his former career, resulting an autobiography (edited by the Gernsheims) that
was published just before his death in 1966.12

12

For an even more detailed chronology of Coburn’s life, see: Pamela Glasson Roberts,
“Chronology,” in Alvin Langdon Coburn (2014), 278–281.
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Even if Coburn was not truly the first abstract photographer, he believed that the
Vortographs pushed his chosen medium into new and radical territory. But why did he
believe that abstraction was photography’s best path forward? Why turn his chosen
medium, so fervently prized for its capacity to depict the recognizable world in exacting
detail, toward the unfamiliar and the amorphous? Why provoke backlash from a
community of peer photographers who were hostile to such adventurous work, and whose
denunciations may have helped to drive Coburn away from abstraction and even away
from art altogether? And, if Coburn was committed to abstraction despite all of this, what
led him to employ a glistening array of mirrors and crystals in pursuing it? In this project,
I aim to explain what motivated Coburn to create abstract photographs and why his
abstraction took the particular visual form of the Vortographs. I have divided my efforts
into three chapters and a conclusion.
In my first chapter, I examine Coburn’s career prior to the Vortographs in order to
determine how his conception of photography as a medium made room for abstraction. In
other words, I aim to discover the conditions that made it possible for Coburn even to
conceive of abstract photography of any kind whatsoever, and which guided him to the
specific forms of the Vortographs.13 I consider his work during the 1910s, immediately
before the creation of the Vortographs, but I also emphasize his activity in the first

13

In asking these questions, I take inspiration from Geoffrey Batchen’s book Burning
with Desire. Batchen’s preface includes this statement of his aims: “Inspired by the work
of Michel Foucault, the book shifts focus from the successful invention of photography to
the onset of a desire to photograph. Particular attention is given to the general conditions
that allowed anyone at all to conceive of a photography.” Though I am focused on
Coburn as a single individual, I am similarly interested in the general conditions that
allowed him to conceive of an abstract photography. Batchen, Burning with Desire, ix.
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decade of the twentieth century, before he came into contact with modern and abstract
art. The fundamental concepts necessary for Coburn’s approach to photographic
abstraction—a desire to advance photography as a medium, a tendency to create novel
and provocative work, a willingness to embrace ambiguous images, and a deep
commitment to flattened, graphic composition—can all be found in that earlier portion of
his career. Moreover, by 1909 Coburn had managed to create a small number of nearly
abstract photographs—before he had effective terms to describe them. Broadly, Coburn
was especially attracted to photography that combined camera, lens, and printing in an
honest and well-crafted fashion, yet at the same time remained elusive and mysterious in
its meanings and effects. Abstraction became a new avenue by which he could pursue
these inclinations.
In my second chapter, I investigate how Coburn fashioned his abstract works and
how that creative process was shaped by limitations imposed by World War I. Here, the
artist left little explanation, and though more than a century has passed since he produced
the Vortographs, no thorough account of how Coburn made the pictures has previously
been ventured. To address this gap in the record, I collaborated with artist and
photographer Gregory Vershbow to reconstruct the processes behind some of Coburn’s
glittering images. The Vortographs are simply too dazzling and disorienting for their
physical origins to be deciphered through visual observation and hypothetical reasoning
alone. As my work with Gregory demonstrates, practical reconstruction provides a highly
effective means to sort out their dependence upon delicate interactions between mirrors,
crystals, and a camera. Our experiments show that Coburn’s methods differed greatly

9
from the abbreviated descriptions that he gave to the Newhalls, the Gernsheims, and
others in his later years, and that they were significantly more complicated than
subsequent historians have assumed. In short, Coburn’s pictures are hardly as
kaleidoscopic as they seem. Instead, through variety, intricacy, and sensitivity to even the
most minute adjustments, the process of making the Vortographs would have been highly
creative and indeed exciting for its inventor. As I elucidate at the end of this chapter, the
resulting images are just as dense as the carefully orchestrated techniques that formed
them, resulting in an assailing yet enticing and pleasurable form of visual confusion.
In my third chapter, I place the Vortographs in their immediate historical and
discursive context, first by tracing Coburn’s efforts to promote and share his abstract
work and to advocate for photographic abstraction in general. In examining Coburn’s
rhetorical and strategic choices here, I find that he intended the pictures to make an
enigmatic but potent statement to his own community, urging fellow photographers to
take up what he saw as the central challenges of modern art. I then analyze the general
rejection of Coburn’s message by the photographic community, and how the artist
navigated the resistance he encountered. Finally, I investigate the Vortographs’
relationships with the broader Vorticist movement and with Coburn’s growing interest in
mysticism.
In this project’s conclusion, I address a general and foundational question that has
long troubled the interpretation of abstract photography as an area of artistic production:
Is it possible for photography to sever its vaunted indexical connection to the physical,
visible world and attain the condition of abstraction? In other words, is there truly such
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thing as an abstract photograph? Rest assured, my extended consideration of Coburn’s
work will not be undone by a failure to answer this question! I prefer to take up this
fundamental concern only after thorough consideration of the Vortographs because I
believe that Coburn’s pictures are uniquely suited to serve as resounding confirmation of
the answer that I will provide. In this light, as some of the first instances of abstract
photography, it is truly remarkable that Coburn’s Vortographs can certify a vindication of
the field as a whole, and indeed facilitate compelling insights into abstraction across all
artistic media.
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CHAPTER 1
Photography, Modernism, and Proto-Abstraction Before the Vortographs
Unlike most of the well-known progenitors of abstraction, Alvin Langdon Coburn
produced only a small written and archival record related to his abstract work. Piet
Mondrian departed from representational painting deliberately and in discrete stages, and
later wrote with marked assertiveness to justify this course; in addition to painting,
Wassily Kandinsky wrote two books that quickly became highly influential in their own
right; and even Hilma af Klint—who created her mystically-inspired abstract paintings in
private and requested that they not be shown to the public until twenty years after her
death—left extensive notes tracking her artistic activities and explaining the complicated
system of symbols that she developed. Coburn did nothing of the sort, and the immediate
historical record surrounding the Vortographs includes only a small handful of
documents. Each of them, including his 1916 essay promoting abstract photography in
general and the catalogue for the Vortographs’ 1917 debut exhibition, is quite brief.
Indeed, Coburn was intentionally secretive. Ezra Pound, discussing his
collaboration on the Vortographs in a letter to his patron John Quinn, wrote that “Coburn
dont [sic] want much talk about it until he has had his first show.”14 Coburn also
drastically edited his own files, destroying over fifteen thousand negatives and countless
other records when he moved from London to Wales, and culling even further before
bequeathing what remained to George Eastman House (now the George Eastman
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Letter from Ezra Pound to John Quinn, 1 October 1916, in The Selected Letters of Ezra
Pound to John Quinn: 1915–1924, edited by Timothy Materer (Durham: Duke University
Press, 1991), 88.
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Museum) in 1962.15 Making matters worse, the archive of the Camera Club, the venue
for the Vortographs’ unveiling, was lost in a World War II bombing.16
In the absence of additional primary evidence, there is no straightforward and
immediate method for understanding Coburn’s abstract pictures and his motivations for
making them. To my mind, the search for answers must include two tactics, somewhat
opposite in nature: first, consideration of Coburn’s covertness in itself; second, an
expansive approach to the interpretation of the Vortographs, which allows a wide scope
of evidence. Prior writing on the Vortographs has avoided the first mode (which I take up
in my third chapter) and relied upon the second, with scholars probing variously into
Coburn’s interests in the Vorticist movement, modern art, Japanese art, mysticism, and
other topics.17 This is useful, but these efforts can be greatly enriched through an
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Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 13. Roberts writes that Coburn’s primary
motivation was to remove any materials of personal rather than artistic significance so
that “his bequest should represent Coburn the photographer and not Coburn the man,” but
insofar as he gave Eastman House just under twenty thousand prints and negatives, the
destroyed material likely represented a very large fraction of the original total and could
well have been quite informative. Coburn’s general attitude here seems to have been in
effect as early as 1914 when, after a visit to Coburn’s London home, J.P. Collins wrote of
his desire to see the photographer’s “sheaf of letters” from the author Henry James but
wearily reported “Coburn, however, has strict views about the sanctity of epistolary
confidence, and I hold out no hope.” J.P. Collins, “Coburn, Greatest of All
Snapshooters,” Boston Transcript, 26 December 1914, Alvin Langdon Coburn Papers,
Richard and Ronay Menschel Library, George Eastman House, album 5, page 186.
16
Normand, “Alvin Langdon Coburn and the Vortographs,” 88–91.
17
Anne McCauley’s characterization of the Vortographs as influenced by mystical
spirituality exemplifies the disadvantages of making a strong and specific interpretation
of Coburn’s abstract photographs without acknowledging the artist’s secrecy. McCauley
ends her essay with a very precise claim related to the photographs’ creation during
World War I: “the Vortographs for both Pound and Coburn promised to release the
willing observer from the fear of material destruction into a world beyond images in
which mind and spirit could again become one.” But, if the Vortographs existed to serve
such a particular spiritual function, why did Coburn keep that purpose a secret? Why did
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examination of Coburn’s broader understanding of photography as a medium. His beliefs
arose from formative experiences during his early career and remained quite consistent
throughout his engagement with art. In this chapter, I trace Coburn’s strongest
commitments within his chosen medium—commitments to craft and hard work, to
provocation and novelty, to generative vagueness, and especially to graphic composition.
These prepared him to take the approach to abstract photography that yielded the
Vortographs. This manner of investigation intentionally expands well beyond Coburn’s
abstract pictures themselves, but following a wider path leads to a much deeper
understanding of those works and of the artist’s career as a whole.

Craft, Medium, and Hard, Honest Work
Coburn married Edith Wightman Clement in a private ceremony at New York’s
Trinity Chapel on October 11, 1912. The artist’s mother and the chapel’s verger were the
only witnesses. The main festivities had instead taken place the night before, over a
dinner whose menu described tomato “gum bichromate” soup, “double coated” oysters,

he say so little about the photographs and leave mystical concerns out of the few
explanations that he did produce (even including those his later autobiography, in which
he elsewhere discussed mysticism quite freely)? How could he expect an observer to
become “willing” if they were not made aware of the pictures’ mystical possibilities in
the first place? I discuss potential connections between the Vortographs and Coburn’s
interests in mysticism, as well as McCauley’s particular approach to these issues, in
greater detail in the last section of my third chapter. Anne McCauley, “Witch Work, Art
Work, and the Spiritual Roots of Abstraction: Ezra Pound, Alvin Langdon Coburn and
the Vortographs,” in Vorticism: New Perspectives, edited by Mark Antliff and Scott W.
Klein (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 156–170.

14
and “fully exposed” roast chicken.18 As these puns demonstrate, the photographer’s
commitment to the technical aspects of his chosen medium was simply too strong to be
left out of even his wedding celebration.
Coburn had made an early start in photography. He received his first camera as a
gift at the age of eight and set about making his own prints almost immediately thereafter.
By age sixteen he had impressed the celebrated Boston photographer (and his distant
cousin) Frederick Holland Day enough to become his pupil. Coburn promptly turned the
tables and gave Day lessons in developing and printing.19 Day soon introduced Coburn to
the British photographer Frederick Evans, and the Englishman summarized Coburn as
possessing “none of that cheeky indifference as to the taking of pains, to mastery of
technique, to hard work” that could take hold of a young photographer.20
Coburn paid great attention to his cameras and the mechanical process of making
an exposure, especially while ordering a variety of custom-made lenses from the Boston
firm Pinkham and Smith.21 His most strenuous efforts, however, went into printing. By
1902 he was publishing essays on new processes, proclaiming his eagerness to test every
18

Most attendees at the dinner may even have assumed that they were celebrating the
simultaneous opening of a photographic exhibition hung by Max Weber and featuring
work by Coburn and other guests. Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 47.
19
Nancy Newhall, “Alvin Langdon Coburn—The Youngest Star,” foreword for “Alvin
Langdon Coburn: A Portfolio of Sixteen Photographs” (Rochester, New York: George
Eastman House, 1962), reprinted in Alvin Langdon Coburn: Photographs 1900–1924,
exhibition catalogue, edited by Karl Steinorth (Zurich: Edition Stemmle Ag, 1998), 24.
Newhall clarifies: “Previously Day had regarded the image on the groundglass [sic] as
the climax of creation; the darkroom drudgery could be done by assistants, providing one
kept a critical eye on the results.”
20
Quoted in Newhall, “Coburn—The Youngest Star,” 24. Coburn later honored Day at
his wedding by serving tomato salad with “F. Hollanday’s sauce.” Roberts, “Coburn:
Modernist and Mystic,” 47.
21
Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 36.
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kind of photo paper he was “able to get, both in [the U.S] and abroad,” and even making
and selling printing paper of his own.22 When George Bernard Shaw (the fortunate young
photographer’s first celebrity supporter and a truly crucial, lifelong ally) wrote the
catalogue for Coburn’s breakthrough one-man show at London’s Royal Photographic
Society in February 1906, he stressed first and foremost the artist’s “remarkable
command of the one really difficult technical process in photography—printing.”23 Shaw
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Alvin Langdon Coburn, “Ozotype,” American Jeweler, vol. 20, no. 8 (1 August 1900):
138; Alvin Langdon Coburn, “A Few Hints for Platinotype Workers,” Camera Craft, vol.
5, no. 6 (October 1902): 238; Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,”18.
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George Bernard Shaw, “Preface,” in Alvin Langdon Coburn, Catalogue of an
Exhibition of the Work of Alvin Langdon Coburn (London: Royal Photographic Society,
1906), 1. Coburn relished telling the stories of the celebrity “lion hunting” behind his
book Men of Mark and the later More Men of Mark, and he furnished each volume with a
lengthy batch of these (quite possibly embellished) tales, serving as an introduction to the
portraits. These texts provide some explanation of his impressive access to celebrated
figures in literature, politics, and other domains. He described the initial impetus for his
efforts this way: “It was in the spring of 1904 that I had what was to me a very
memorable interview with Perriton Maxwell, who was then the Editor of the
Metropolitan Magazine of New York. I was an ambitious young man of twenty-one on
the point of sailing for a second visit to London, and I asked Mr. Maxwell for a list of
Authors and Artists to photograph during my visit to the greatest city in the world. He,
out of the kindness of his heart, or, perhaps more to get rid of me than anything else,
wrote me out a list of the most prominent people he could call to mind, and he has since
confessed to me that he had not the slightest idea that I would ever get any of them. I had,
however, inherited from both my parents a persistence and a determination to carry
anything once attempted to a conclusion, also good fortune has been with me, for now I
believe I have completed the list he gave me with one or two exceptions, and I have
added many illustrious names.” Persistence and determination were indeed critical to the
dauntless networking that fueled Coburn’s efforts, but it seems to have been good fortune
which led him to choose Shaw as his first point of contact in England. An enthusiastic,
skilled, and gregarious photographer himself, Shaw responded eagerly to a letter from
Coburn, quickly developed an admiration for the American’s work, and proffered
introductions to the likes of H.G. Wells, Henry James, and Auguste Rodin. I have been
unable to locate definite evidence of whether Coburn’s fortuitous entreaty to Shaw was
bolstered by some shared connection, but Shaw’s prior acquaintances Edward Steichen (a
member of the Photo-Secession; Coburn was elected a member in 1902) and Frederick
Evans (to whom Coburn was introduced by Frederick Holland Day) are possible
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gave special praise to Coburn’s novel multiple-process printing, which took advantage of
both the sharpness of platinotype and the depth and tone of gum bichromate, and which
was complicated enough to confuse “even expert photographers.”24 When Coburn later
chose to personally create the prints for his own books, he trained intensively to prepare
for the undertaking. Between 1909 and 1914 he etched eighty-three plates, reinforced
them through electroplating, and supervised the printing of 40,000 photogravures.25
Coburn’s exertions also included individually toning his prints to suit their
specific placement in galleries, waiting for days to shoot the right combination of light
and mood, and trekking over mountain and dale to capture the ideal view.26 He was

candidates. For further characterization of Coburn’s relationship with Shaw, see Diane E.
Forsberg, “Men of Mark: Coburn's Self Portrait Without a Lens,” in Diane E. Forsberg
and Debra Petke, A.L. Coburn’s Men of Mark: Pioneers of Modernism, exhibition
catalogue (Hartford: Mark Twain House and Museum, 2004), 42–43. Alvin Langdon
Coburn, Men of Mark (London: Duckworth & Co., 1913), 9–11.
24
Shaw, “Preface” (1906), 2–3. To achieve these effects, Coburn started with a relatively
typical platinum print, but then printed again in gum bichromate on top of it. Gum
bichromate hardens when exposed to light but otherwise remains liquid, so Coburn could
add a gum layer across a print, expose his negative on the print again, and then wash
away the excess, unhardened gum to re-reveal his image. Gum bichromate can also be
selectively applied (usually with a brush) in desired locations, densities, and mixes of
color tint. This gave Coburn tight control over his gum layer (or layers), allowing him to
make specific and intentional adjustments to his prints. His technique was particularly
effective for preserving the bright highlights of a platinum print while darkening the
shadows and mid-tones, and sometimes adding warm color tints.
25
Mike Weaver, Alvin Langdon Coburn: Symbolist Photographer, 1882–1966: Beyond
the Craft (New York: Aperture Foundation, Inc., 1986), 48. Photogravure was often
looked upon as a process yielding lesser quality prints, resorted to only for mass
production. Coburn, however, was so confident in his photogravures that he exhibited
“selected photogravure proofs” alongside other kinds of prints, perhaps to promote the
quality of Men of Mark and his other photogravure-illustrated books. Alvin Langdon
Coburn, “Portraits,” in Camera Pictures, exhibition catalogue (London: Goupil Gallery,
1913), 2.
26
A. Horsley Hinton, “One-Man Show at the R.P.S.: Exhibition of Mr. Alvin Langdon
Coburn’s Photographs at the Royal Photographic Society,” The Amateur Photographer,
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sufficiently dedicated to proficiency and perfectionism to go the extra mile (literally, if
need be) in getting exactly the image he wanted. Indeed, all of this hard work added up to
give Coburn a confident sense of technical virtuosity; he wrote in a 1913 description of
his life and art that “The camera should become a part of the very existence of the user.
There should be no fumbling or uncertainty, but a sureness and mastery of the complexity
of the instrument that will leave the mind free to grasp the importance of the feeling
nature has flashed to the brain of the artist.”27 Such virtuosity could also be employed in
service of abstract work—Coburn certainly possessed all the knowledge and ability
necessary to invent methods that could turn the camera away from straightforward
representation.
From here to the end of this section, I move on from Coburn’s raw commitment to
photographic technique and into the subjective choices and judgments involved in putting
his technical abilities to work. As I make this shift, I would like to briefly consider an
essay by Errol Morris concerning two versions of Roger Fenton’s pioneering 1855
photograph from the Crimean War, The Valley of the Shadow of Death [figs. 25, 26].
Both pictures show a gloomy road leading to a misty horizon. In one version, cannonballs
appear strewn about on both sides of the road. In the other, cannonballs additionally sit
on the road itself. Morris cites a long line of scholars who have described the first version
as authentic, while presuming the second to be the result of manipulative posing—Fenton

vol. 43, issue 1115 (13 February 1906): 135; Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,”
26–27; Alvin Langdon Coburn, “The California Missions: San Fernando Rey,” PhotoEra, vol. 9, no. 2 (1 August 1902): 51–52.
27
Alvin Langdon Coburn, “Alvin Langdon Coburn: Artist-Photographer,” The Pall Mall
Magazine, vol. 51, no. 242 (June 1913): 757.
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moving cannonballs around in an attempt to get a stronger sense of “war” into the picture.
As Morris puts it, these accounts each describe “The good Fenton photograph, honest and
unadorned by a desire for contrivance or misdirection, and the bad Fenton photograph…
corrupted by the sleight of hand, the trick, the calculated deception.”28 Morris
perspicuously notes how hastily these appraisals jump from the objective facts of the
photographs to impassioned critiques of the photographer’s intentions and character, even
when the circumstances of the pictures’ creation remain largely unknown, and even
though emphasizing the violence of war might be laudable. Morris convincingly
demonstrates that, even when they are simply mechanical, the decisions involved in
photography quickly meet not just with questions related to documentary authenticity but
with moralizing evaluations.
Coburn often enjoyed making well-calculated sport of these mores, as I will
discuss in my next section, but ultimately he and the artist photographers of his time were
fully aware that their pictures would face judgments of this sort, and they were typically
keen to see that their photographs were received as good (industrious, sincere, creative)
rather than bad (lazy, false, vulgar).29 This impulse always mingled with and frequently
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Errol Morris, Believing is Seeing: Observations on the Mysteries of Photography (New
York: Penguin Press, 2011), 37.
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This is not to say that these entrenched moral positions went universally unchallenged.
Participants in the Aesthetic Movement, for example, resisted the idea that artists must be
industrious and more broadly disputed the very notion that moral dimensions must be
given paramount consideration in artistic activity. Coburn indeed admired and sometimes
quoted James Abbott McNeill Whistler, a leading proponent of Aestheticism. Still, he
drew from Whistler only selectively—as Melita Schaum puts it, he mainly appreciated
his predecessor’s “early attempts to evade direct representation in favor of expressive
arrangement.” In this chapter’s later section titled Composition, I discuss this aspect of
Coburn’s approach to photography in depth. Broadly speaking, as I will even later
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overrode more strictly aesthetic concerns—a photograph’s beauty was very often taken to
be less important than its status as good or bad. These high stakes informed art
photographers’ preferences and animated their debates, even when they pertained to
ostensibly dry matters of equipment or craft.
With these consequences at hand, Coburn’s technical command of photography
enabled him to take a strong and idiosyncratic position on the medium’s distinctive
virtues and most appropriate uses. While his fellow photographers separated themselves
into a “Fuzzy School” of “gum splodgers” and a “Sharp and Shiny” contingent of fineprinting traditionalists, Coburn criticized both groups in equal measure.30 Even before he
articulated this position in writing, the gum-platinum printing process that won him much
discuss while parsing the unfavorable responses that Coburn’s Vortographs received from
his peers, the British photographic community generally held to conservative and
traditional moral attitudes. This provided a background for much of Coburn’s work, even
if (as I discuss in this chapter’s section titled Provocation and Novelty) he sometimes
enjoyed running counter to prevailing sensibilities. Melita Schaum, “The Grammar of the
Visual: Alvin Langdon Coburn, Ezra Pound, and the Eastern Aesthetic in Early
Modernist Photography and Poetry,” Paideuma, vol. 24, no. 2–3 (Fall–Winter 1995): 83.
30
Alvin Langdon Coburn, “Artists of the Lens: the International Exhibition of Pictorial
Photography in Buffalo,” Harper’s Weekly, vol. 54, no. 2814 (26 November 1910): 11.
The terms “Fuzzy School,” “Sharp and Shiny,” and various close equivalents come up
with some frequency across the primary documents related to Coburn. Perhaps
deceivingly, they do not map cleanly onto the more familiar opposing categories of early20th century photography, Pictorialism and “straight” photography (Coburn himself used
these, but less frequently, and the concept of “straight” photography was not truly
consolidated until the late 1910s). Coburn saw no contradiction in making soft-focus
photographs that have often been described as Pictorialist while at the same time
criticizing “Fuzzy” work—the term seems to have been associated specifically with
intensive use of handwork in gum bichromate printing. “Sharp and Shiny,” meanwhile,
seems to have suggested older silver and platinum printing techniques. One reviewer
noted that while commercial photographers typically made “Sharp and Shiny”
photographs for their customers, Coburn’s success offered proof that other techniques
could also appeal to popular tastes. See also: Anonymous, “Alvin Langdon Coburn’s
One-Man Show at the R.P.S.” The Photographic News, vol. 50, no. 527 (2 February
1906): 90.
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praise early in his career was an object lesson to both sides, combining the preferred
methods of each to achieve results that neither could get on its own. Coburn’s 1906
exhibition similarly bridged the divide—since he was a member of the progressive
Linked Ring exhibiting at the conservative Royal Photographic Society, Coburn reunited
“some [from the Linked Ring] who had never crossed the Society’s threshold since the
famous secession… some fifteen years ago,” according to the photographer and magazine
editor A. Horsley Hinton.31 Forgoing total allegiance to any faction, Coburn insisted that
he had “always been brought back to earth by the mechanical nature of my process.”32
Above all, Coburn advised his fellow photographers, whatever their stripe: “Do
not be ashamed of your medium! Why should you be? It has qualities all its own.”33
Following this charge meant advancing photography by retaining its distinctness from
other art forms. This aligned Coburn with the broader pictorialist movement and its drive
to see photography recognized as a bona fide artistic medium. Still, he advised avoiding
the segment of pictorialism that tempted photographers to seek artistic legitimacy by
making their pictures look like etchings or paintings [for example, figs. 27–28]. He
recognized that this was a proven route to acclaim, but he called it “cheap
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sensationalism” at the expense of photography’s unique traits.34 Coburn similarly
directed photographers to avoid using their work to tell stories, which would be better
“expressed with a pen and not with a lens,” and instead to communicate with greater
immediacy.35 A proper embrace of photographic possibilities also entailed hewing to
methods that were “simpler, more direct.”36 He therefore had little patience for the “handwork or manipulations” of the gum and oil processes in which many of his
contemporaries engaged [e.g. fig. 28]. These techniques produced new but illegitimate
effects, “modern trash, part photography, part very indifferent draughtsmanship, with not
even the virtue of a mongrel dog.” The same went for the collage-like process of
combination printing with its “crazy patch-work quilt” of variously found images.37 A
forthright approach to photography instead required an unadulterated combination of a
camera, a lens, and a platinotype or photogravure process, all working in concert to yield
“an honest workmanlike article with no nonsense about it.”38 Coburn found that
photography of this kind had a special ability for “the ensnaring of illusive visions of
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things, only half felt and hardly realised, fleeting things.”39 He thus specified “the liquid
quality of water, the delicate beauty of clouds, and the subtly seen and rendered
expression in portraiture” as some of photography’s finest subjects, and he depicted them
frequently.40
Coburn almost certainly gained some of this drive toward modernist
considerations of medium specificity and medium-oriented advocacy from Alfred
Stieglitz, the leader of the Photo-Secession, an influential association of art
photographers into which Coburn was admitted in December of 1902, less than a year
after the group’s founding.41 Stieglitz’s journal Camera Work and his gallery, known as
291 for its address on Fifth Avenue in New York City, made him the most significant
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(London: Arts Council of Great Britain, 1978), 2.
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American participant in the effort to secure a place for photography among the fine arts.
Pamela Glasson Roberts reports that Stieglitz “encouraged and nurtured Coburn’s
obvious talent and, during Coburn’s frequent periods living in London from 1904 to
1910, the two corresponded on at least a weekly basis, if not more frequently.”42 Coburn
broke off this relationship in 1912, frustrated with Stieglitz’s overbearing manner. (He
was hardly the only one; Coburn met his longtime friend Max Weber through the PhotoSecession, and Roberts suggests that they initially bonded over mutual exasperation with
Stieglitz.43) Before then, however, Coburn was exposed to many methods for presenting
photography as art—in prints, publications, and exhibitions.44 His eagerness to emphasize
artistic labor (which I will discuss in additional detail shortly) may also have been learned
from Stieglitz. Allan Sekula provides some astute observations on this aspect of
Stieglitz’s promotion of photography:
The point quite simply is this: the photographs in Camera Work are marked as
precious objects, as products of extraordinary craftsmanship. The very title
Camera Work connotes craftsmanship. This may seem like a trivial assertion
when viewed from a contemporary vantage point—we are by now quite used to
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controlled the installation of exhibitions, from choosing the wall color to interviewing
musicians for the opening. Critics commented on everything in his shows, from the thin
frames he hand-stained to the simple, harmonious colors. Even the labels were printed on
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“artful” reproductions of photographs. But it was Camera Work that established
the tradition of elegance in photographic reproduction.45
At the time when the very plausibility of art photography was being established,
Coburn’s relationship with Stieglitz helped to make him aware of these strategies just as
they were emerging.
It may seem incongruous that Coburn promoted his photography as
“workmanlike” despite having been born into wealth, comfort, and ease. His very access
to a camera and printing materials at the age of eight was indeed, paradoxically, both the
germ of his hardworking career and the product of an entirely un-workmanlike
background. His writing, whether pertaining to photographic techniques or other topics,
fails to acknowledge these circumstances and evinces no signs of class consciousness or
social concern. His pictures themselves rarely depict labor, and when they do they
romanticize it and place it behind a veil aestheticization. Even when ensconced in a
modern industrial ambience of grit and smoke, laborers themselves typically appear only
as silhouettes, diminishing any sense of embodied toil. Lord of the Dynamos and The
Tunnel Builders are good examples of these tendencies, as are the photographs of
warehouses and docks that Coburn produced for business owners in Manchester, England
during the 1920s [figs. 29, 30].46 He was not alone in this. Stieglitz also came from a
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wealthy family, and Sekula convincingly argues that in seeking to establish photography
as aesthetic, “as an art,” he was prepared to draw “a clear boundary… between
photography and its social character.”47 Meir Wigoder more broadly and more stridently
describes the pictorialist movement in which Coburn and Stieglitz participated as “an
aesthetic of anesthesia; it disregarded utilitarian reality and celebrated the opiated vision
of privileged viewers, whose fondness for leisure and ability to travel to escape the
pressure of urban reality testified to the financial and artistic freedom of their class.”48
Coburn’s own vision was likely as much plainly sentimental as it was opiated, but his
point of view was most certainly shaped by the same privileges and freedoms that many
in his milieu—photographers, critics, patrons, etc.—enjoyed through independent
means.49
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Nevertheless, the concept of hard work (as well as some notable instances of
really doing hard work) played a very important justificatory role for Coburn, and also
for pictorialist photography in general. Both Coburn and his fellow artist photographers
insistently pointed to their own labors to refute detractors who argued that making images
with photography was too easy to deserve artistic legitimacy. In Coburn’s case, fortunate
circumstances had provided him not only the use of a camera and all the printing
materials he could want, but also the time for artistic pursuits, the means to travel around
the world, and access to high society. That special access started with his photographer
cousin Frederick Holland Day and eventually led to portrait sessions with prime
ministers, presidents, and other celebrities. And, of course, he worked with a widely
accessible medium that any dabbler could adopt with only casual interest. The artist
would not have wanted his success in photography to be seen as the simple result of these
many privileges and conveniences. This was a matter not just of valor and personal
reputation; the artistic value of his photographic works was also at stake.
These concerns manifest themselves in Coburn’s eagerness to communicate not
only the aesthetic properties of his pictures, but also the personal exploits, experiences,
and technical mastery behind them—indeed, he often paid more attention to the laborious
process than the beautiful result.50 This emphasis spans his career, from a 1902 series of
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Coburn was far from the only artist circa 1900 to seek legitimacy for their work by
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photo essays that resulted from his expeditions to eighteenth-century missions in
California, to the 1913 introduction to Men of Mark, to the autobiography that he
completed near the very end of his life.51 The descriptions of the strenuous labor required
to create the artist’s 1911 photographs of the Grand Canyon make for particularly
compelling reading in this regard. When the images debuted at the Goupil Gallery as part
of Coburn’s exhibition titled “Camera Pictures” in 1913, one reviewer described the
canyon as “a place which presents enormous difficulties to the photographer,” and
another provided the specifics, explaining that Coburn “had to camp in the wild, carry all
his necessities on mules or by hand up many thousands of feet, and endure many
hardships.”52 The photographer had done his best to inspire this heroic narrative. He titled
one print The Temple of Ohm, a name which had no precedent in earlier sources, seeming
to suggest that he was the first to lay eyes on an ancient rock formation of mythic
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proportions [fig. 31].53 In his later autobiography, Coburn indeed claimed that “I went to
places where I believe no human being had ever before visited or photographed” and also
described how at one point “it was necessary to catch wild donkeys to continue the
journey!”54
However, as Jordan Bear has pointed out, when Coburn reached the Grand
Canyon, no great travails were necessary and no monumental discoveries were left to be
made. In 1901 a new branch line had connected the canyon to the railway system that
stretched from Chicago to Los Angles, and a comfortable resort hotel was built in 1905.
The “Temple of Ohm” was, in fact, well-known—it was dubbed Marsh Butte in 1906,
and for years before that was called Endymion Dome, as recorded by the U.S. Geological
Survey. Coburn’s mother also joined him on the trip to the Canyon, and as Bear puts it,
“That this bold explorer was accompanied on his adventures by his rather stout, ageing
mother confounds Coburn’s casting of himself as an independent seeker of unseen
vistas.”55 According to Bear, Coburn exaggerated, portraying himself as a pioneer in
order to claim the “authenticity” of the representation of the canyon in his pictures. This
claim of verity may well have been true, but the more immediate result of these many
hyperboles and fabrications was the impression that Coburn’s Grand Canyon images
were the well-earned results of hard work. In his catalogue text for the 1913 show, the
critic W. Howe Downes did not portray Coburn as the first to see the canyon, but rather
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as the first to conquer its severe resistance to artistic depiction—the “test before which
many an able painter has broken down…. How does he do it? we ask. It is doubtful if he
himself could tell. As good an answer as any would be to say he does it by sheer
determination to achieve the impossible.”56 Regardless of how much fibbing they did
along the way, Coburn and his supporters ultimately succeeded in suggesting that the
unique and impressive qualities of his Grand Canyon pictures resulted most of all from
“sheer determination” and taxing toil.
This emphasis intersected with the fundamental pictorialist effort to promote
photographs as full-fledged works of art, as prominently supported by Stieglitz and his
fellow contributors to Camera Work. More broadly, the role and significance of hard
work within photography was changing. In earlier times, when the medium remained an
arcane and difficult craft entailing unpredictable chemicals and cumbersome glass plates,
practitioners with fine art aspirations concerned themselves primarily with making
manifest the mental, creative side of their endeavors. Labor could even be a liability for
these aspiring artist photographers. Steve Edwards has noted that the specialized
vocabulary of the medium in and around the 1860s frustrated those who strove to see it
recognized as an art. Terms such as “process, manipulations, operator, with their echoes
of the workshop or the mill… called up the presence of work in a manner that was always

56

W. Howe Downes, “The Grand Canyon,” in Camera Pictures (1913), 5. This, too, is a
significant exaggeration—Thomas Moran comes to mind as just one painter of the Grand
Canyon who would certainly have taken issue with Downes’s description of total prior
failure.

30
destined to undermine photography’s claim to the high ground of art.”57 At that time,
photographic work could easily be taken to be an undesirable kind of labor—manual
rather than intellectual. However, this labor was drastically reduced by the invention of
the dry photographic plate, which almost perfectly coincided with the birth of
pictorialism. This new process for image capture radically changed the medium both
logistically and conceptually. Unlike the wet plates that preceded them, dry plates
remained stable over long periods of time and could therefore be prepared well in
advance of being exposed. Thus, photographers no longer needed to concoct their own
negatives on the spot—that task could be handled at a distance, with processes that were
most feasible on an industrial scale. This, in turn, enabled the rise of mass-produced,
easy-to-use photographic technologies marketed to the general public, beginning with
George Eastman’s simple, handheld Kodak camera in 1888. Photography was
transformed, almost instantaneously, from a rarefied practice to a commonplace fad. In
John Szarkowski’s wonderfully blunt account,
The dedicated amateur who pursued photography as an art could not be expected
to like the idea of photography for everyone, and advertising slogans such as
[Eastman’s] “You press the button; We do the rest” brought him to the edge of
despair. It was a common article of faith that art was hard and artists rare; if
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photography was easy and everyone was a photographer, photography could
hardly be taken seriously as art.58
Suddenly, whereas physical labor had previously been an unwanted prerequisite for
artistic photography, now there was too little of it. Taking photographs seemed to have
become too easy to be an art.
Powerless to stem the tide of photography’s popular expansion, but still
convinced of the creative potential of their medium—at least when it was treated with a
level of seriousness unapproached by the general public—artist photographers adopted a
new conceptual framework. If they could not elevate all photography to the status of fine
art, perhaps they could elevate some of it, and so they came to favor what the critic
Charles Caffin described in 1901 as “two distinct roads in photography—the utilitarian
and the aesthetic: the goal of the one being a record of facts, and the other an expression
of beauty.”59 Pictorialist photographers employed many different strategies to widen this
split, and they worked to ensure that their images were seen to take the road less traveled.
Since anyone could now create a photographic exposure, they stressed inventive and
attractive printing. They chose subject matter common among the accepted fine arts—
portraits, genre scenes, pastoral landscapes, etc. They showed their work in meticulously
arranged exhibitions, paying close attention to lighting, framing, wallpaper, and more.
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They created social validation through networks of clubs, salons, and periodicals. And
they played up the physical exertions involved in taking, printing, distributing, and
promoting their pictures.
Coburn contributed to this campaign to define the artistic nature of photography.
He pointedly mocked Eastman’s well-known slogan while discussing his 1902 excursion
to the California missions: “so let any one who thinks that photography is an easy means
of artistic expression go to the Mission of San Fernando and they will find that there is
more to do than to ‘push the button’ and idly imagine that somebody else is going to ‘do
the rest.’”60 During his career, the most frequently cited passages from the most
frequently cited piece of writing about Coburn indeed pertained not to aesthetic
achievement, but to hard work—the photographer and his colleagues were thrilled when
George Bernard Shaw described his printing as a “really difficult technical process,” and
pleased yet again when the playwright compared Coburn searching after a good negative
to “the cod which produces a million eggs in order that one may reach maturity.”61 These
endeavors separated artist photographers from the masses, and they were genuinely workintensive. Broadly, the pictorialist emphasis on labor accords with the historian Peter
Bunnell’s insistence that
pictorial photography should be understood as a reaction against what [its
participants] perceived as the dehumanizing effects of science and applied
technology. As did other visual arts of the time, pictorialism placed its greatest
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emphasis on the individuality of the artist as witnessed in the work of art and in
the idiosyncrasies of its production.62
Against the industrial processes that enabled popular photography, they exalted in their
own personal handiwork (even when the subject matter of their photography was
industry, as it often was for Coburn). In this emphasis they paralleled the well-established
Arts and Crafts Movement, although without sharing William Morris’s interest in social
emancipation, since much pictorialist work depended on the sort of disposable time and
wealth that men like Coburn possessed in abundance.
In his art and in its presentation, both in exhibitions and in writing, Coburn
navigated this conceptual terrain with sophistication. The artist’s firm views on labor,
equipment, printing, materiality, and honesty were born out of a desire to guide
photography toward its utmost potential, aesthetically and culturally. His sense of
stewardship was never clearer than in 1916, when he gave up the chance to have an
exhibition of his own work at Hampshire House in London and instead magnanimously
chose to hang his “Old Masters of Photography” exhibition, which had toured the U.S.
and later appeared elsewhere in the U.K.. This historical exhibition, featuring prints that
Coburn made himself from original nineteenth-century negatives, was a strong attempt to
legitimize art photography by demonstrating its rich history.63
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Of course, Coburn’s vision of photography was forward-looking as well. In 1906
the critic John Dixon Scott had described Coburn’s steadfast commitment to
photography’s unique qualities as the pathway to “the Photograph of the Future.”64 Ten
years later, while the “Old Masters” were on view in Hampshire House, Coburn was busy
making Vortographs with Ezra Pound. The new pictures were the result of no deceptive
printing or other manipulation, but rather the sort of direct, labor-intensive, and creative
process that Coburn so consistently promised. Anything else would have been
categorically unacceptable. Still, his understanding of photography’s proper uses left
ample room for innovative and even shocking pictures.

Provocation and Novelty
In late 1906 Coburn, just 24 years old, was the talk of London’s photographic
community. Writing for The American Amateur Photographer, Frank Fraprie
enthusiastically reported back to his colleagues across the Atlantic that Coburn, “finding
Boston and New York too small for his ambition, now wields sway as London’s most
autocratic portrait photographer.… Coburn is the photographic lion of the year. He is
adored of all.”65 But one notable Coburn photograph, while instrumental in garnering all
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of this attention, was not universally admired. When displayed at the London
Photographic Salon that September, this image provoked the critic F.C. Tilney to caution:
“Of course everybody wants to get on and be talked about—there’s no disrepute about
such an ambition; but it is a question whether any and every kind of talk is going to be
advantageous in the long run.”66
The commotion that this photograph aroused in the press swirled with colorful
characterizations: “astounding piece of dare-devilry,” “epoch-making disregard of the
proprieties on the part of a public man,” “self-respect thus butchered to make a Salon
holiday,” “by now the most widely advertised photograph ever shown in an exhibition,”
“some huge joke that we do not understand.”67 Some writers declined to even describe
the image without resorting to euphemisms such as “in the ensemble” and, more
frequently, “in the altogether.”68 As these terms may reveal, Coburn’s photograph was a
nude, and moreover nothing less than a shot of George Bernard Shaw himself, posed to
resemble Auguste Rodin’s renowned sculpture Le Penseur (The Thinker) [figs. 32, 33].
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The picture had been Shaw’s idea, but not originally with public exhibition in
mind.69 Instead, it had been created while Shaw was in Paris sitting for an otherwise
unrelated portrait bust by Rodin, when he asked Coburn (who had by then photographed
the playwright many times) to document the occasion.70 This gathering happened to
coincide with the unveiling of Rodin’s Le Penseur at the Pantheon, which Shaw and
Coburn both attended. Sensing an opportunity to demonstrate his wit to the sculptor, who
did not speak English and had not read or seen his plays, Shaw sent Coburn a note two
days later with a proposal to make a photograph as a visual joke: “It has just occurred to
me that the real thing to do is to come to my room at 8:30 in the morning, just after my
bath, and photograph me for Rodin as Le Penseur all complete. You have exhausted all
aspects of my head & clothes: why not try the real forked radish of Carlyle?”71 Coburn
met Shaw at his hotel room, and the deed was done.
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I know of no evidence confirming whether the photographer or the playwright
was the first to suggest going public with the Penseur picture, but it is clear that Coburn
and Shaw ultimately made the manner of its presentation a coordinated effort so as to
play at concealing Shaw’s identity. Nude photography was commonly seen at
exhibitions, but images of nude celebrities were not, so much hinged on the picture’s
subject. Shaw indeed wrote to Coburn with instructions “not to make any admissions
concerning the Penseur,” and eventually the two made a game of the situation.72 As
Coburn recalled in his autobiography, “Reporters asked me if it were really a photograph
of Shaw, and they asked him the same question, but I referred them to him for
verification and he referred them to me, so they remained mystified.”73 Predictably,
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however, though a few reporters feigned uncertainty at first, they had no real trouble
identifying Coburn’s famous model.74 The reporter for the British Journal of
Photography could find in the image “no anxiety, on the part of either sitter or operator,
that the well-known features of a much-discussed playwright, novelist, Socialist,
journalist, musical critic, photographer’s model, etc., should not be recognized.”75
As the controversy continued to percolate with no need for further prodding by its
instigators, there is good reason to believe that Coburn followed the proceedings with
pleasure.76 Although he never exhibited another nude, he made a habit of breaking rules,
testing boundaries, and exhibiting provocative photographs, sometimes to advance his
chosen medium, and sometimes simply to attract attention.77 As an anonymous critic
remarked in the January 1908 issue of Camera Work, “Being talked about is his only
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recreation.”78 Even more detailed and perceptive was the 1910 profile of Coburn in The
Amateur Photographer & Photographic News, penned by the pseudonymous
“Touchstone” as the thirteenth entry in their satirical “Photographers I have Met” series.79
Complete with a caricature of Coburn sporting a top hat, mustache, and cravat [fig. 34,
see also fig. 35], the text jokes about Alfred Stieglitz banishing Coburn to London on
account of his dandyish sartorial choices. (This characterization is fitting, as Coburn later
flippantly wrote that he had “decided to acquire a silk hat with a wide brim simply
because James McNeil Whistler used to wear one and I was a great admirer of his!”80)
The column also lampoons the artist’s much-adored and highly complicated gumplatinum printing process as being dependent upon “powerful telepathic influence.” The
biggest topic, however, was Coburn’s general nonconformity: “In his youthful days Alvin
Langdon Coburn was often as eccentric in his art as he was in his dress. But, alas! those
happy days have passed with the passing of the Paris hat and flowing tie: he is still
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original, but has almost forgotten how to be eccentric.”81 Only a few years into his career,
Coburn’s transgressive tendencies were already well known and thus ripe for parody.
However, “Touchstone” was wrong to say that the photographer had forgotten how to
surprise and amaze.82
Coburn consistently valued novelty itself as an important virtue in photographic
art. He admired Shaw’s disdain for “the infuriating academicisms which already barnacle
photography so thickly” and gave a similar statement of his own in justifying his highly
innovative “New York from Its Pinnacles” series [figs. 36–39] in 1913: “why should not
the camera artist break away from the worn-out conventions, that even in its
comparatively short existence have begun to cramp and restrict the medium, and claim
the freedom of expression which any art must have to be alive?”83 Perhaps most
decisively, he said simply: “I have no fixed method and no fixed ideas. Once your ideas
stagnate, your career as an artist is over.”84 Such sentiments were common among
Coburn’s modernist contemporaries. His early teacher Arthur Wesley Dow advised
students “to avoid the conventional and the commonplace,” his Vortography collaborator
Ezra Pound had harsh words for those who could only think “the thoughts that have been
already thought out by others,” and his close friend Max Weber stressed that for “modern
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emotions… we must invent new means.”85 Coburn himself believed that the impulse to
innovate was a natural component of photography, tracing it back to early experimenters
like Julia Margaret Cameron and David Octavius Hill, whom he dubbed the true first
modern photographers. He voiced envy of their opportunity to work before the
conventions of the medium had solidified like so many barnacles.86
However, Coburn was no hard-charging polemicist. In secondary literature he is
usually portrayed as quite the opposite. Anne McCauley’s characterization is typical: “a
mother’s boy with a piecemeal education and quiet enthusiasm for the new Post-
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Impressionist art but never a fighter or public advocate.”87 Even Shaw described Coburn
as a mild personality while introducing him to H.G. Wells as “good at his trade, 23 years
of age, looks 17 and is a nice, soothing, pleasant, amiable, intelligent lad, whose visits are
not the least unbearable.”88 By his own account, provided in his highly successful 1913
book of portraits Men of Mark, Coburn was happy to meet such admired personages and
humbly listen “with all my ears to their conversation.”89 But at the same time, he was a
relentlessly hard worker, known within the Linked Ring as “The Hustler” for the tireless
networking that made his celebrity portraits possible.90 He combined this energy and
ambition with a playful sense of discovery, finding that “by-paths are always more
amusing than high-roads.”91 His writing almost always avoided self-importance and was
consistently lighthearted, even facetious.92 When he found something to be interesting, be
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it a story or a picture, he could not bear to be “one of those selfish people who keep it all
to themselves.”93 Coburn’s 1906 exhibitions included portraits of him taken by four
different photographers. Given the artist’s proclivity for freewheeling and wide-ranging
expression in art and in person—sometimes flamboyant and sometimes restrained—it is
little wonder that two reviewers each independently concluded that these four pictures
“do not look like photographs of the same sitter” [figs. 40–43].94
Many of Coburn’s eccentricities were widely welcomed. Before the hubbub
surrounding the Penseur photograph, Shaw had written in the catalogue for Coburn’s
acclaimed 1906 exhibition at the Royal Photographic Society that the photographer’s

some one else whom he was expecting, but he was too courteous to let me see this.”
Coburn was so keen to share such details that the New York Times called the book
“gossipy.” More broadly, Derek Paker characterizes the artist’s writing late in life in
terms of “simplicity and a lightness of touch,” and describes this as a result of his pursuits
in religious mysticism: “[he] was well schooled in the mystical mode of expression
whose underlying principle is that all men must discover truth for themselves. The
mentor can hint, suggest, probe, guide, point in a certain direction, but he can never
deliver truth for another person.” To my judgment, this self-effacing lightness was also
present much earlier in Coburn’s writing and remained consistent throughout his life.
Coburn, Men of Mark (1913), 14; Anonymous, “Men of Mark: Mr. Coburn’s Pictures and
Anecdotes of Famous People,” The New York Times, 28 December 1913: BR762; Derek
Parker, “Alvin Langdon Coburn: After Photography,” privately printed brochure
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printing techniques were so radical as to endanger him of being “removed from the classroom to a lunatic asylum.” Shaw admired this boldness and also praised Coburn’s
unusual portraiture. Writing about a picture of the writer G.K. Chesterton, he declared
“You may call the placing of the head on the plate wrong, the focussing wrong, the
exposure wrong, if you like; but Chesterton is right” [fig. 15].95 While a conservative
critic for Photography magazine called this closely-framed portrait “Mr. Chesterton
trepanned” and asked “Does tradition count for nothing at all with Mr. Coburn?” most
writers agreed with Shaw that Coburn had overturned expectations to positive effect.96
His audacious innovation persisted and in 1916 a member of the Croydon Camera Club
assessed Coburn’s pictures as “almost provocative in character, as each one seemed to
convey a mute but unmistakable challenge, ‘Deny my cleverness if you dare!’”97 The
critic writing under the name “Touchstone” likewise reported that photographers had
become loathe to criticize Coburn lest they seem out-of-touch: “The cleverest of us
realised that Coburn was cram-full of genius; the rest of us pretended that we did.”98
Nevertheless, Coburn’s provocations did not always come off successfully. F.C.
Tilney, who had cautioned that Coburn’s Penseur photograph generated the wrong kind
of press, questioned the means and motives of its making:
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[W]e must assume either that Mr. Coburn saw by chance, and admired with
pictorial intent Mr. Shaw in native worth; or that Mr. Coburn has an X-ray sight
which permitted such admiration in spite of Mr. Shaw’s clothes; or, lastly, that the
affair was arranged beforehand. In the latter case the motive must have been
something apart from artistic inspiration.99
While Tilney poses as an impartial, deductive analyst, his implausible theories of
accidental nudity and superhuman sight are rhetorical straw men, stacking the deck in
favor of his last hypothesis of a tawdry, prearranged, and almost certainly non-artistic
encounter with the naked Shaw. His invocation of “any and every kind of talk” signals his
plainly prejudicial homophobia. Coburn may not have been personally offended by this
speculation about his sexuality, but it could very well have given him trouble in the oftenconservative English photographic community.100
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Tilney, “The Photographic Salon: A General View” (1906), 753.
Tilney’s statement was published by The Amateur Photographer & Photographic
News and Coburn nevertheless continued to deal with the periodical’s editor, the
photographer F.J. Mortimer, on a frequent basis. Coburn wrote an essay titled “My Best
Picture and Why I Think So” for the AP&PN only five months later in February 1907,
and he even published his central essay on abstraction (“The Future of Pictorial
Photography”) in Mortimer’s annual Photograms of the Year in 1916. Evidently the artist
did not hold a broad grudge over Tilney’s comments. Coburn’s marriage to Edith
Wightman Clement in 1912 may also have helped to clear up any public doubts about his
sexuality. In his autobiography, Coburn described Edith as a saintly second mother
Additionally, Mike Weaver quite reasonably suggests that Coburn may have been
accustomed to homoeroticism via the photographic mentorship provided by his older
cousin Frederick Holland Day, who made homoerotic photography and kept his own
sexuality quite private. On this topic, however, Weaver’s further insinuation that Day’s
influence was at least potentially “diabolical” and that Coburn risked “[falling] wholly
under his cousin’s spell” is supported by no citation and is thus irresponsible and
probably prejudicial. Weaver does not clarify here, but what else could all this suggest
other than homosexual and predatory behavior? Day’s sexual preferences are, in
themselves, no reason whatsoever to raise such a suspicion without some additional
evidentiary basis. That Weaver did so through vague and veiled remarks is flatly
shameful. And this is not Weaver’s only reprehensibly vague passage regarding
homosexuality—he later makes similarly speculative remarks about Coburn’s
relationships with Edward Carpenter, Arthur Symons, and Henry James, once again
100
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City views, particularly of London and New York, were also a staple of Coburn’s
career, and in the years immediately following his breakthroughs of 1906 he became
more aggressive in showing pictures of skyscrapers, warehouses, smokestacks, and other
obviously modern features of the built environment. This, too, was provocative work, and
Coburn certainly recognized that few of his peers shared even a shred of his enthusiasm
for these subjects. In 1907, writing about a photograph he had taken of skyscrapers
wreathed in smoke [fig. 44], he described his desire to “render the beauty of what is
commonly, but quite erroneously, regarded as a very ugly thing.”101 Many critics were
not persuaded to see the “error” of their ways. Coburn’s photograph of the “Flip-Flap,” a
passenger-carrying attraction at the 1908 Franco-British Exhibition whose steel arms
could raise dozens of spectators 200 feet above the ground [fig. 45], received particularly
strong denunciations—“ugly in every respect,” complained the British Journal of

replete with innuendo and devoid of citation or specific information. This is not to say
that Coburn was necessarily straight. In his era, viewed in retrospect, having been
married is hardly conclusive proof of having been heterosexual. Many writers inclined to
find evidence to the contrary, Weaver included, have seized upon a passage in Coburn’s
autobiography in which he describes Edith more as a mother than as a romantic partner
(“She did not have any children of her own, but she would have made a lovely mother,
and much of her maternal feeling was lavished on this unworthy little boy, which I did
my best to appreciate.”), but this genteel tone may have been shaped primarily by old age
and decades of mystical temperance, and other passages suggest a genuine depth of
affection (“Her sympathy and understanding were faultless. She would look at you with
her lovely quizzical smile and disarm your retort, and she was never by any possibility
unfair.”). Ultimately, there is hardly any evidence concerning Coburn’s interest in
romance—not enough to securely determine heterosexuality, homosexuality, bisexuality,
asexuality, or any other orientation, and certainly not enough to substantiate Tilney’s or
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Photography; “a modern monstrosity” cried Photograms of the Year.102 Likely seeking to
avoid similar rebukes, Coburn’s famous, nearly-abstract image of winding sidewalks
titled The Octopus, shot from the observation deck of New York’s Metropolitan Life
Insurance Tower in 1909, was withheld by the photographer from exhibition until 1913.
At that time he bolstered the unconventional image by embedding it in his “New York
from Its Pinnacles” series [figs. 36–39] and accompanying it with his written insistence
on “the freedom of expression which any art must have to be alive,” quoted earlier.103 In
spite of these precautions, two reviewers each described the whole group of “Pinnacles”
images as “freakish,” apparently too disturbed by their vertiginous angles to assess them
in aesthetic terms.104
In late 1916, adventurous pictures met with resistance once again when Coburn
exhibited multiple-image portraits of Marius de Zayas and Ezra Pound at the London
Salon [figs. 46, 47].105 This display elicited considerable negative reaction at the very
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moment when Coburn and Pound were working on the Vortographs. A self-professed
novice photographer writing for the British Journal of Photography called the portraits
hideous and monstrous, but writers for The Connoisseur and The Amateur Photographer
& Photographic News each thought that they were jokes. One described them as “good
fooling,” and the other opined that “the ‘portrait’ of Mr. Ezra Pound may yet serve as a
new idea in collars for ‘nuts’ after the war.”106 These two reviewers indeed seem
confident that Coburn was poking fun at modernism rather than participating in it. The
AP&PN’s writer explained: “Mr. Coburn’s vorticist portraits at the London Salon cause a
good deal of puzzlement and laughter, and the laugher deepens when it is understood that
Mr. Coburn is satiric.”107
I have found no evidence that Coburn publicly associated these portraits with
Vorticism or stated that they should be read as parodies, so it seems that his choice of
Pound as a subject, the highly unusual appearance of the pictures, and his reputation as a
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playful provocateur were enough to bring about this interpretation. But while the
combination of Pound’s participation in the project and Coburn’s unconventional
photographic technique does suggest a Vorticist connection, it is highly unlikely that
these pictures were made as knowing and intentional satire of that movement. Far from
mocking new developments in art, Coburn’s aspired to establish photography as an
integral part of modernism—many of his writings are very clear on this point, including
his 1911 essay “The Relation of Time to Art.” Coburn’s relationships with Roger Fry,
Max Weber, and other proponents of modernism further demonstrate his genuine interest,
which extended to Vorticism in particular through his connections to Pound, Wyndham
Lewis, Jacob Epstein, and especially his friendship with the Vorticist painter and
printmaker Edward Wadsworth.108 Anne McCauley has also noted that Coburn had
already made a variety of multi-image portraits before 1916, with subjects including Max
Beerbohm, Maurice Maeterlinck, Ruth St. Denis, and Robert Bridges.109 None of these
seem to have been created in jest.
While parody seems an unlikely interest for Coburn, Pound would have been
positively allergic to the idea; he and the other Vorticists were not satirists. Most of the
group’s members took a far more aggressive public posture than Coburn ever did.
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William Wees provides a helpful overview: “The Vorticists consistently attack mildness,
softness, compromise, nature, the nineteenth century, education, democracy, curves, soft
lines, mingling colors, and what, in general, they call ‘Romanticism.’”110 In their
collective publication, Blast magazine, the group printed lists of enemies to “Blast” in
each issue [fig. 48], and Pound contributed some of the nastiest and most virulent
blasting.111 His poem “Salutation the Third” attacks The London Times (“Let us deride
the smugness of ‘The Times’: / GUFFAW!”), conservative literary critics (“You slutbellied obstructionist, / You sworn foe to free speech and good letters, / You fungus, you
continuous gangrene”), and Jews (“Let us SPIT upon those who fawn on the JEWS for
their money”), before concluding “HERE is the taste of my BOOT, / CARESS it, lick off
the BLACKING” [fig. 49].112 Of course, Pound eventually became a fascist, made scores
of radio broadcasts from Italy in support of Mussolini and Hitler during World War II,
was arrested and charged with treason by the U.S. after the war, and escaped a possible
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death sentence only by pleading insanity, with some of his poetry presented by his lawyer
to psychiatrists as “evidence of his mental condition.”113
Pound clearly had no reservations about expressing his extreme displeasure with
all manner of perceived foes, and so it is quite surprising that neither he nor Coburn
issued any sort of public defense or clarification when the multiple-image portraits were
interpreted as mocking satire.114 Nor did either voice frustration in the private
correspondence that is available from the period. Indeed, it is astonishing that Pound
continued to work with and promote Coburn after this episode—the reception of the
multiple-image portraits demonstrated that unusual pictures by Coburn could easily be
interpreted as jokes, even when they were created in all seriousness. Thus, Coburn’s
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reputation for sometimes taking things lightly could easily have been seen as a liability
for Vorticism, regardless of the photographer’s own sincere interest in participating in the
movement. By the time of the portraits’ debut in late 1916 Coburn and Pound were
already at work on the Vortographs, so perhaps they expected that the eventual unveiling
of those new pictures would clarify their collaborative relationship. Still, it was unlike the
vociferous Pound to wait even a few months before protecting his public position.
However, since the unfavorable responses to the portraits appeared only in the
photographic press, it is possible that Pound never saw them. In any case, the two men
secretly forged ahead with their plan to make and exhibit abstract photographs, Coburn
likely as pleased as ever to make a novel contribution to his medium while courting
controversy in the process, and Pound quite uncharacteristically suffering a bit of
indignity in silence.

Generative Openness
The photographs that Coburn deemed worthy of exhibition and publication were,
with very few exceptions, of two types: portraits and landscapes. He organized the
hanging of his solo exhibitions according to this division, showing portraits in their own
room at the Royal Photographic Society in 1906 and on their own wall at the Goupil
Gallery in 1913.115 He organized his books likewise: New York, Moor Park:
Rickmansworth, The Book of Harlech, and the two separate volumes titled London are
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devoted to landscapes; Men of Mark, More Men of Mark, and the unfinished project
Musicians of Mark are dedicated to portraits.116 While other photographers, galleries, and
publishers certainly made similar distinctions, Coburn upheld these categories with
particular rigidity. His portraits almost invariably isolate their subjects from any
surrounding environment, most commonly placing them against essentially featureless,
out-of-focus backgrounds [figs. 13–17]. His landscapes are nearly all vacant or otherwise
include only human silhouettes, distant individuals seen at a tiny scale, or unidentifiable
figures whose presence or activity is not the main subject of the picture [figs. 50–52].
Admittedly, a few photographs, including Kingsway (1906), The Lord of the Dynamos (c.
1911), and The Tunnel Builders (c. 1912) are centered on important figures [fig. 29, 30,
53], and when photographing the same person many times (as with George Bernard Shaw
or Mark Twain, for example [figs. 54, 55]) Coburn was more likely to vary his tactics in
portraiture, but there are only a handful of exceptions to his usual formulae among the
hundreds of his best-known images.
The strictness of this bifurcation has not been addressed directly by scholars,
perhaps because they have found the categories of portrait and landscape too familiar or
obvious to merit discussion, but it is worth considering why the artist maintained such a
sharp partition within his work. Viewed afresh, Coburn’s preference for these two types
of subject matter can be seen to rest on their similarities. He found the same advantage in
116

I have omitted three of Coburn’s last books, Cotton Waste (1920), A Study in Storage
(circa 1921), and Manchester & The Sea (1926) from consideration here, as they are
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collections of autonomous art photography. Nevertheless, the large majority of their
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each: the foundation for open-ended pictures that declared no definitive message and
instead allowed meaning to arise gently and poetically. Avoiding spatial context in his
portraits and banning consequential figures from in his landscapes kept his pictures free
of nearly any suggestion of narrative, leaving them open to a broader range of
interpretation and significance. This treatment of the content of his pictures was another
of the factors that prepared Coburn to conceive of photographic abstraction.
Many of Coburn’s peers shared his interest in staving off interpretive finality.
Max Weber wrote that “Everything must be more than it is visibly;” Pound preferred that
his poetic images “have a variable significance, like the signs a, b and x in algebra;” and
the photographer and critic F.J. Mortimer advised that “it is neither good art nor good
craft to tell the whole story to the finish and leave nothing to the imagination.”117 Even
within such a milieu, however, Coburn stood out for his thoroughgoing commitment to
pictures that could not be reduced to one single interpretation, and for the acclaim he
received as a result. The critic Sadakichi Hartmann complimented him, writing early in
Coburn’s career that “All his work is imbued with a rare elegance and a vague poetical
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Max Weber, “Means” in Essays on Art (1916), 26; Pound, “Vorticism” (1914), 463;
F.J. Mortimer, “The Year’s Work,” in Photograms of the Year 1916, 8. Mortimer’s
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feeling which lends a peculiar charm to every print.”118 While Hartmann’s combination
of the positive terms “elegance” and “charm” with the typically-negative “vague” may
now seem unfamiliar, within the culture of pictorialist photography this was high praise.
A reconstruction of Coburn’s techniques in portraiture can be aided by the
wonderfully meticulous account that Roger Child Bayley, a photographer himself and the
editor of Photography magazine, published of his 1906 sitting with Coburn.119 Eager to
provide his readers with insight into Coburn’s methods, Bayley arrived at the American
photographer’s rented house in Bloomsbury primed to take in every detail. He describes
ascending to a room “undoubtedly intended for a bedroom, but which Mr. Coburn had
converted into a studio by the simple process of not inserting the bed.” In fact, Bayley
found simplicity in abundance: there was no pictorial backdrop other than the wall, and
no portrait headrest. The furnishings consisted of only two or three common-looking
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Sadakichi Hartmann (under the pseudonym Sidney Allan), “A New Departure in
Photography,” The Lamp, vol. 28, no. 1 (February 1904): 25. Arthur Symons, one of
Coburn’s collaborators and Men of Mark, expressed the more common view while
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possible that English readers were glad to put faces to the names of familiar editors, but it
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forge helpful professional connections. The Photographic News, “Coburn’s One-Man
Show at the R.P.S.” (1906), 90.
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chairs, and regular bedroom blinds covering the windows. This would have been a starkly
empty space, but for “a circular reflector of white paper about 3ft. across” clamped to a
chair that Coburn repositioned only once during the proceedings, as well as “a couple of
yards of opaque fabric, which was fastened with two drawings pins” across the lower half
of one of the south-facing windows and was occasionally adjusted depending on the
intensity of incoming sunlight. And, of course, there was Coburn’s camera, fixed to a
tripod and equipped with a telephoto lens. During the sitting itself, “There was no posing
in the ordinary sense at all; Mr. Coburn just chatted about things, and every now and then
said, ‘There that will do. Stop like that a moment.’” During the subsequent 50-second
exposures Bayley was concerned not to look too posed, so he distracted himself by
silently recollecting lines of poetry. He “passed through this ordeal some five or six
times” and that was that. Bayley left still resigned to the idea that his “countenance [did]
not lend itself to ‘pictorial treatment,’” but two weeks later he received a photograph that
“shattered that delusion at a blow.” He wrote that while some portrait subjects might find
it difficult to live up to their printed image, “Mr. Coburn’s result is so far above me that
the mere attempt to be what he has portrayed seems absurd.” That this impressive result
was generated by such an uncomplicated process left Bayley at a loss. He concluded his
account with a section titled “Hints for Those who would do Likewise,” but all he could
muster was a tentative suggestion to use a tripod and sunlight in portraiture.120 It is a pity
that Bayley did not reproduce Coburn’s wondrous portrait alongside the description of
how it was made, and that I have not been able to locate a copy of the picture elsewhere.
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Bayley’s description of his sitting closely parallels other accounts of Coburn’s
methods. The British Journal of Photography published a shorter but very similar
characterization, down to the ordinariness of the room and the clamped reflector.121 A
third report, by the photographer A.H. Blake, is shorter still, but offers further
corroboration—at the end, the writer asks tellingly “Is this all?”122 Plainly, the mechanics
of Coburn’s portrait technique embodied his stated preference for “simpler, more direct”
photography. However, he did not treat portraiture as a simple endeavor. The artist took
pains in selecting and setting up his photographic tools, and he strove to find the most
effective technical approach for each sitter. When making a portrait of W.B. Yeats, for
example, Coburn took what was for him a truly unusual step by replacing natural light
with a magnesium flash so that he could capture clear images of the poet as he recited
some of his verse [fig. 17].123
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Anonymous, “Alvin Langdon Coburn,” The British Journal of Photography, vol. 53,
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A.H. Blake, “The Man and His Aims: Alvin Langdon Coburn,” The Photographic
News, vol. 52, no. 624 (13 December 1907): 577. Blake mentions an ordinary room and
natural light but not a reflector. However, he does mention that a photographic print and a
few Chinese masks were removed from a wall next to where he sat, and this newly blank
wall likely served to reflect extra light. Blake, like Bayley, describes chatting with
Coburn until the photographer would suddenly exclaim “There, keep like that; that’s
what I’ve been waiting for!” and then begin an exposure.
123
Coburn, Men of Mark (1913), 25. Anne McCauley has raised what I think is a
potentially compelling but ultimately incorrect hypothesis regarding this passage from
Men of Mark. Coburn says that in 1908 he asked Yeats to recite and “Without any
hesitation he began on some beautiful lines, while I flared a magnesium flash-light at
intervals.” When discussing the possibility of making multiple exposures on a single
photographic plate, McCauley seems to take this to mean that Coburn fired multiple
flashes to make one picture: “He had done this with his portrait of Yeats in 1908, in
which the poet was asked to recite while Coburn exploded a series of flashes and
obtained a blurry overlay of mobile lips on a single plate that captured Yeats’s intense
genius.” Such a picture from 1908 would be an exciting, early precursor to Coburn’s
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Beyond the mechanics of photography, Coburn placed even greater emphasis on
saturating himself with background information on each of his portrait subjects prior to
their sittings, and on building relationships with them during the sessions. In his 1913
introduction to Men of Mark, he wrote, “You can know an artist or an author, to a certain
extent, from his pictures or books before you meet him in the flesh, and I always try to
acquire as much of this previous information as possible.”124 This was particularly
important, he believed, because photography—perhaps especially when done simply—
was shaped by the intimate relationship between photographer and sitter and was
extremely sensitive to mood, personality, and character:
To make satisfactory photographs of persons it is necessary for me to like them,
to admire them, or at least to be interested in them. It is rather curious and
difficult to exactly explain, but if I dislike my subjects it is sure to come out in the
resulting portrait. The camera is all recording and very sensitive to the slightest
gradation of expression of the personality before it; also the impression that I
make on my sitter is as important as the effect he has on me.125
Coburn found that only this approach enabled him to “catch and record the elusive
something that differentiates a man of talent from his fellows.”126 It is essential to

1916 multiple-image portraits of Marius de Zayas and Ezra Pound. Unfortunately, after
corresponding with Associate Curator Jamie Allen at the George Eastman Museum and
scouring other online databases, I have been unable to locate anything like the “overlay
of mobile lips” that McCauley describes, and she neither reproduces such an image nor
indicates its location in a museum or archive in her text. I suspect that her hypothesis
stems from a misunderstanding of Coburn’s description—he flared his flash “at
intervals,” but he also moved on to a new plate at the end of each interval, resulting in
individual, clear images of Yeats frozen in recitation (the photogravures in Men of Mark
are perhaps a bit blurry, but other prints of the 1908 portrait reproduced in that book, such
as Eastman 1967.0153.0306, are largely crisp). McCauley, “Witch Work: Pound, Coburn
and the Vortographs,” 161; Jamie Allen, email to the author, 22 September 2020.
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emphasize that this process remained enigmatic, even to Coburn, who employed
procedures that were “rather curious and difficult to exactly explain” in order to capture
what would remain only an “elusive something.” Intangible factors like admiration and
rapport were just as consequential as any mechanical technique. Even when setting out to
do so expressly, he could not fully reveal how his portraits worked, only that he had
discovered an approach that did work.
Though his means were mysterious and his results ineffable, Coburn’s
contemporaries rarely doubted his success in portraiture. Seven years before the artist
used the word “elusive” in the introduction to Men of Mark, a 1906 review of his work in
the Photographic News commended “an elusive quality” in his portraits, such that each
contained more than should be possible in a single, static moment, captured in a
straightforward manner that “relies for its effect on its simplicity and spontaneity.”127
Giles Edgerton, writing a year later, saw not only “a mere likeness of the physical man,”
but also “sentient spirit” and “vital force” in Coburn’s photograph of Edward Carpenter
[fig. 13].128 The New York Times concurred, finding “not only features, but character and
temperament” portrayed on the pages of Men of Mark.129 Such accounts laud the apparent
content of the portraits but do no better than Coburn himself in explaining how that
content was created, but providing such an explanation may not have mattered much to
the photographer. Having discovered and justified his method of portraiture by intuition
127
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and experience, he simply knew that his portraits were most effective when he left as
much room as possible for “something” to enter into them. Whatever this new element
might be, its arrival could be faithfully counted upon. In this light, each of the starkly
isolated faces in Men of Mark [figs. 13–17] seems to patiently anticipate the external
force necessary for its completion.130
The indeterminate quality of Coburn’s other favored subject matter, landscape,
has been described and analyzed far more thoroughly in secondary literature, primarily
130

Coburn’s highly conspicuous choice to portray men of mark has generally been
overlooked in the same way as his conspicuous separation between portraits and
landscapes is ignored. While researching “decorative photography” (discussed in the next
section), I discovered an article in the British Journal of Photography which makes for a
telling comparison. There the little-known photographer Elwin Neame’s images of
women are praised because the photographer “does not allow more than a bewitching
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no. 2499 (27 March 1908): 239; M.M.B., “The Soul of Genius: Marvellous Camera Artist
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because Henry James used a Coburn landscape as the frontispiece for each of the twenty
four volumes of his collected works, published 1907–1909 and known together as the
New York Edition [figs. 56–58]. Coburn and James first met for a portrait sitting in New
York during the spring of 1905, the novelist attended Coburn’s exhibition at the Royal
Photographic Society in London in February 1906, and by that summer they had begun
work on the illustrations, with the project proceeding intermittently until early 1909.
Theirs was a close collaborative process, with James almost always either accompanying
Coburn on excursions in search of appropriate scenes or providing the photographer with
detailed written instructions. The photographer was only left to his own devices in one
case.131 Though enduring interest in the lauded author has directed ongoing scholarly
attention toward the duo’s motivations, activities, and results, the best introduction to the
subject comes from James himself, who cogently characterized the frontispieces in his
preface to The Golden Bowl, the last novel in the New York Edition.132
In that preface, James described his longstanding reticence “to graft or ‘grow,’ at
whatever point, a picture by another hand on my own picture,” fearing that a visual
illustration would vie for primacy with his writing. To guard against that possibility,
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James and Coburn sought photographic subjects “the reference of which to Novel or Tale
should exactly be not competitive and obvious, should on the contrary plead its case with
some shyness.” Created under this mandate, the frontispieces were “mere optical symbols
or echoes, expressions of no particular thing in the text… our ‘set’ stage with the actors
left out.”133 This agenda was compatible with the sort of productive vagueness seen in
Coburn’s portraiture, and James truly struck a note that harmonized with the
photographer’s ideas in his description of their work together on the image of London’s
Portland Place, which served as the frontispiece for the second volume of The Golden
Bowl [fig. 56]:
[U]nlike wanton designers, we had, not to “create” but simply to recognise—
recognise, that is, with the last fineness. The thing was to induce the vision of
Portland Place to generalise itself. This is precisely, however, the fashion after
which the prodigious city, as I have called it, does on occasion meet halfway
those forms of intelligence of it that it recognises. All of which meant that at a
given moment the great featureless Philistine vista would itself perform a miracle,
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Henry James, “Preface,” in The Golden Bowl, vol. 1 (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1909), ix–xi. Timothy Dow Adams contends that, despite James’s desire to see “no
particular thing,” photographs must always be of something in particular (this sounds
very much like Rosalind Krauss’s insistence that abstract photographs are always
inevitably “of” something, which I will discuss in this project’s conclusion). But of
course there are many photos of objects or places (by Coburn and others) in which the
specific, individual thing depicted is not identifiable, and this functions just as well for
James’s purposes. As long as the reader/viewer is not so familiar with the specific,
individual thing depicted that they will consult their knowledge while interpreting the
photograph, it can still function as an empty stage. After all, the mere fact of sitting an
audience in front of what must always be a particular stage has rarely if ever foiled a
theater company’s desire to suggest that the action does not, in fact, take place in a
theater. As with a play, one must suspend a portion of their disbelief to imagine the
contents of James’s fictional novels and tales populating Coburn’s photographed stage
sets. Timothy Dow Adams, “Material James and James’s Material: Coburn’s
Frontispieces to the New York Edition,” The Henry James Review, vol. 21, no. 3 (Fall
2000): 256–257.
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would become interesting, for a splendid atmospheric hour, as only London
knows how; and that our business would be then to understand.134
With any strong sense of particularity out of the way and only an empty stage set
remaining, a properly generative image could arise. A fertile subject, the sensitivity of a
photographic plate, and the eye of a sympathetic artist—three “forms of intelligence”—
could all work in concert to achieve something both generalized and substantial,
incomprehensible and wondrous. As with Coburn’s portraits, a faithful willingness to
proceed—even in the absence of explanation—was sufficient to make this work.135
While his photographs for James are better-known, it is important to note that
Coburn had explored similar directions on his own in 1905 with a series of photographs
made to illustrate Robert Louis Stevenson’s Edinburgh: Picturesque Notes, first
published in 1878. Although he had never met the late author, Coburn was so enthralled
by Stevenson’s writing that he produced these images speculatively, before securing any
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258.
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arrangement to publish them.136 Like the pictures for the New York Edition, they are
suggestively empty stage sets, described by Tom Normand as “pulsating and enduring”
[figs. 59–61].137 There seems to be no detailed record of James and Coburn’s early
conversations, but it is quite possible the Edinburgh photographs, or similar work,
convinced the author that he had found the right photographer to make his frontispieces.
Coburn also collaborated with H.G. Wells to illustrate his 1911 collection The Door in
the Wall and Other Stories with photographs that Maarten van de Guchte has
characterized as “haunting and mysterious,” adding that “they add enigma and gravitas to
Wells’s writing” [figs. 29, 62–64].138
Of course, Coburn also made many independent landscape photographs, without a
collaborator or publication in mind. Often vacant, these, too, invite all manner of
interpretive associations. The suggestive power of these images has indeed encouraged
recent scholars to ponder them while referencing Susan Sontag, Roland Barthes, Joseph
136
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Conrad, or Masonic symbolism more or less as they please, lending credence less to their
individual readings and more to the open indeterminacy of Coburn’s pictures.139
In his 1962 book The Open Work, Umberto Eco characterized the sort of
uninhibited critical responses elicited by works of art like Coburn’s portraits and
landscapes, noting that in extreme cases an interpreter may fully lose contact with the
work before them—“What remains then is no longer a field of possibilities but rather the
indistinct, the primary, the indeterminate at its wildest—at once everything and
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For these various readings see Timothy Dow Adams, Melanie Ross, David
McWhirter, and Mike Weaver respectively. Weaver’s interpretations of Coburn’s
landscape photographs as containing Masonic symbolism have been influential enough to
merit further discussion here. To take a cluster of his most declarative analyses as an
example, when Weaver reads Coburn’s St. Paul’s from the River [fig. 65] and other
images of the same cathedral in Masonic terms—“A half dome as the circle of
perfection,” clouds as “a manifestation of energy transformed,” and the two together
“equal in terms of matter and spirit,” etc.—there is very good reason to doubt the quality
of his analysis. Weaver’s own citations of Coburn’s mystic texts from the 1930s and ‘60s
hardly show that he had perfection and energy on his mind when he took this picture
around 1906. Indeed, Weaver describes Coburn’s 1923 entry into The Universal Order as
a major turning point, while characterizing his interests in mysticism from 1916–1923 in
terms of “dabbling” and “confusion” as a means to dismiss the Vortographs. But, in the
absence of a more nuanced argument, Weaver simply cannot have it both ways—if
Coburn had consistent and coherent interests in mysticism as early as 1906, why not in
1916? I think it is far more likely that Coburn did not truly consolidate these interests
until at least 1919 and beyond, and I will have more to say about this in my next chapter.
Moreover, moving back to the St. Paul’s pictures in particular, insofar as nothing that
Weaver cites says anything whatsoever about the meaning of domes or clouds, one can,
at best, take his word on these associations (Weaver glancingly mentions “the emblem
books” but provides no further details). It remains possible that Weaver is right, but
rather than focus on a constellation of such nebulous possibilities (or worse, focus on one
such set of possibilities while ignoring or failing to imagine so many others that would be
equally plausible—in the absence of evidence, why not a half dome as a symbol of
incompleteness and clouds as a manifestation of the passage of time?), I prefer to
concentrate on the general openness that is both plainly apparent in Coburn’s
photographs, and which he and his peers described in numerous contemporaneous texts.
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nothing.”140 Eco recognizes a contemporary school of criticism that “concludes that a
work of art is a construct which anyone at all, including its author, can put to any use
whatsoever, as he chooses.”141 He concedes that, in this sense, any work of art may be “a
complete and closed form… while at the same time constituting an open product on
account of its susceptibility to countless different interpretations.” Though analyses of
Coburn’s work are hardly the wildest that can be found, they certainly fit within this
general scheme. But, beyond the availability of such chaotically varied readings, a central
concern for Eco is the set of historical circumstances that make it possible for critics and
other interpreters to view works of art in this unconstrained fashion, and for artists to
nudge them toward doing so. While he describes this as having become a “standard
situation”—quite familiar to artists and viewers by the 1960s—he also argues that the
very comprehension that any work of art allows a free response is relatively new. This
understanding, Eco says,
represents the theoretical perception of contemporary aesthetics, achieved only
after painstaking consideration of the function of artistic performance; certainly
an artist of a few centuries ago was far from being aware of these issues. Instead
nowadays it is primarily the artist who is aware of its implications. In fact, rather
than submit to the “openness” as an inescapable element of artistic interpretation,
he subsumes it into a positive aspect of his production, recasting the work so as to
expose it to maximum possible “opening.”142
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Coburn’s peers were occasionally able to recognize this newly-developing tendency, and
to identify the photographer’s desire to embrace openness in the manner that Eco
suggests. The most perceptive contemporaneous assessment of Coburn’s portraits likely
came in 1907 from Sadakichi Hartmann who, like Coburn, professed to “not merely see
the faces” in the artist’s photographic portraits, but also a vague “something beyond.”
Hartmann did not stop there, going on to offer an explanation of the suggestiveness of
Coburn’s work:
Is it merely because I am familiar with the work of these men, and does my
imagination add this intangible something? Very likely; but is it not rather curious
that a photograph can set your imagination going in such a direction?… [Coburn]
knows that the character of a great man cannot be conveyed fully in one portrait;
he therefore creates before our eyes an elegant and graceful vision, suggestive by
its very formlessness of something subtly intellectual, and lets us add with the
help of our imagination what the picture lacks in actual facts.143
Hartmann’s interpretation is quite plausible. The things that he and other viewers derived
from Coburn’s photographs (perceptions of character, mood, etc.) do not seem to be
visible, strictly speaking, in the images themselves. And since the interpretation of any
picture can vary drastically from one beholder to the next, it seems that each reading is
informed not by one singular and consistent external force, but rather by something
particular to each observer.
In crediting viewers’ imaginations for the ineffable content of Coburn’s portraits,
Hartmann is more skeptical and less metaphysical than the photographer himself. While
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Coburn left the evocation of character and mood in his pictures unexplained—an
enticing, unsolved, and likely unsolvable mystery—Hartmann pushed on to a firmer
explanation. An analysis like his might even give cause to look upon Coburn’s openended works rather cynically. Perhaps their admirers are like the adoring crowd in Hans
Christian Andersen’s “The Emperor's New Clothes,” who gaze upon nothing at all but
convince themselves otherwise in order to avoid feeling foolish. Perhaps Coburn’s
pictures were hollow, but his audience refused to admit failing to perceive the genius in a
“man of mark” or a literary masterpiece by Henry James. From a pessimistic point of
view, that is the situation identified by the commentator “Touchstone”: “The cleverest of
us realised that Coburn was cram-full of genius; the rest of us pretended that we did.”
Perhaps this self-deception was so complete that most viewers did not so much as suspect
themselves of undue credulity. Perhaps Coburn deceived himself just as thoroughly.
Here, the historicist thrust of Eco’s contribution becomes particularly important. By his
account, “the first occasion when a conscious poetics of the open work appears” was only
in 1882 with the Symbolist poet Paul Verlaine’s “Art Poetique” (which was at once a
poem and a call for newly evocative poetry).144 Coburn’s photographs and statements in
the first decade of the twentieth century show that he was consciously and earnestly
working in what remained a very new direction.145
In the final analysis, Coburn cannot be seen to have specific creative
responsibility for every impressively far-flung interpretation of his work. But given that
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photography was (and remains) known as a mechanical medium, valued for its ability to
capture accurate visual detail, it is notable that he turned the medium toward
indeterminacy without turning off his contemporaries. As Eco has it, “the richest form of
communication—richest because most open—requires a delicate balance permitting the
merest order within the maximum disorder. This balance marks the limit between the
undifferentiated realm of utter potential and a field of possibilities.”146 Coburn may not
have filled his work with “maximum disorder,” but this balance was always in operation.
The more open a picture, the closer it would be to incomprehensible “utter potential,” or
at least something so unconventional as to be unappealingly inscrutable. The risk for
Coburn was not that the openness or even emptiness of his photographs would be found
out, but that viewers might find no firm foothold in the pictures from which to launch
their various individual interpretations. To again evoke Hans Christian Andersen, viewers
might recognize that the emperor had no clothes, but in that moment they were not to be
left frustrated. Instead, they were to accept an insistent invitation to imagine garments as
luxurious as their minds could conjure.
The visual and presentational strategies that Coburn employed to prompt such
responses are easier to characterize in his portraits because in them he maintained an
almost totally consistent approach. At least in his published and exhibited portraits, rarely
does any aspect suggest or impose a specific reading. The backgrounds suggest no
particular setting. Sitters’ clothes reveal no particular social type, or at least go no further
than the general suggestion of reasonably comfortable means implied by a formal collar
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or cravat. The lack of props or other telling objects likewise preserves indeterminacy.147
Finally, and most critically, Coburn’s subjects almost never show any strong emotion or
specific facial expression—no smiling, frowning, laughing, grimacing, pouting, etc. In
the available accounts of Coburn’s portrait making, he is never said to have asked his
subject to pose in any sort of traditional manner. He simply chatted with them, sometimes
at length, before finally asking “There, keep like that; that’s what I’ve been waiting for!”
and beginning an exposure.148 A relaxed, natural, and (most of all) neutral expression
seems to be what Coburn sought. In later decades, photographers using roll film cameras
would sometimes spend the first portion of a portrait session merely pretending to take
pictures, clicking away with the shutter of an empty camera, assuming that film would
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only be wasted on a subject who had not yet begun to feel at ease. Coburn’s casual
manner and patient willingness to wait for the right moment served a similar purpose.
The resulting pictures come close to the Russian filmmaker Lev Kuleshov’s experimental
images of expressionless faces. When Kuleshov intercut identical copies of such a face
with scenes that might indicate hunger, sadness, or desire, audiences inferred the
corresponding emotion and believed that the face belonged to an actor who had delivered
a subtle and highly effective performance that responded to each situation, when in fact
the neutral visage had not changed at all. In Coburn’s case, the external vector was
invariably not a series of separate images like Kuleshov’s, but rather celebrity, which
allowed viewers to merge their own understanding of a Theodore Roosevelt or an
Auguste Rodin into their perception of a neutral portrait. The resulting combination of
image and prior knowledge was particular to and particularly satisfying for each
beholder, deriving from and fitting with what Eco calls their individual “existential
credentials.”149 Kuleshov’s novel tests of filmic montage, which gave rise to the term
“Kuleshov Effect,” took place in the 1910s and ‘20s, underscoring again that Coburn was
exploring artistic territory that remained uncharted in the preceding decade.
Coburn’s approach to landscape photographs was far more varied. Some pictures
embodied Henry James’s idea of a “stage with the actors left out.” In his illustrations of
this sort for James, H.G. Wells, and others, the text at hand aids viewers in giving
meaning to the images. The text thus functions for these images as celebrity does for
149
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Coburn’s portraits—as an external vector, understood differently by each viewer and
enabling each to bring significance to images that do not declare a single message.
Coburn ensured this openness by keeping his “stage sets” empty, and also by
photographing anonymous locations: the door of a nondescript apartment building for
James’s The Awkward Age, or a dim shop window seen at an oblique angle for The
Curiosity Shop. Or, when a well-known location was required, Coburn approached it
discretely. For part one of The Princess Casamassima the dome of St. Paul’s appears well
into the distance, and for part two of The Golden Bowl, London’s Portland Place is
draped with a thick, detail-obscuring fog [fig. 56].
And then there are the landscapes that Coburn presented as independent works of
art, rather than as illustrations. In photographs of bridges, he would typically avoid
showing the entire structure from bank to bank. In pictures of recognizable buildings he
might focus his lens on a tree branch or a piece of machinery in the foreground, leaving
the well-known structure as just a blurred suggestion [figs. 66–68]. Sometimes he
reversed this strategy, with a foreground kept out of focus or silhouetted, despite its
potential importance [fig. 69]. Occasionally he did clearly and unreservedly emphasize a
single building, but in doing so he diminished the context around it, as he would have
done with one of his portrait subjects [fig. 39]. For some pictures he chose an angle or a
cropping so unfamiliar as to be disorienting, at least initially [fig. 36]. Through these and
many other strategies, Coburn always left out some crucial detail or aspect in his
landscapes, tacitly inviting viewers to fill the resulting void through their own
imagination. As a result, his landscapes are never flat, straightforward, or casual. Their
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gaps and omissions suggest an artistic intention behind them, encouraging beholders to
make their own interpretations in this regard as well—to ponder what understanding of
the world or set of feelings inspired Coburn to take a picture in the manner that he chose.
In so thoroughly maintaining indeterminacy in his pictures so that they could
generate a sense of mood, human character, and other ethereal qualities beyond the
visible world, Coburn veered toward Symbolism, the very same artistic movement in
which Eco identifies the genesis of modern openness in art. However, while some of his
fellow pictorialist photographers adopted overtly Symbolis subjects (for example,
Frederick Holland Day made a variety of religious and mythical imagery, including selfportraits in the guise of Christ, and Clarence H. White took gauzy pictures of women
wearing long robes and holding crystal balls), Coburn followed Symbolism less through
iconography and more as an artistic method and way of imbuing his works with meaning.
In the introduction to the recent volume The Symbolist Roots of Modern Art, editors
Michelle Facos and Thor J. Mednick indeed characterize Symbolism as Coburn might
have done—as a method rather than a catalogue of visual subjects. Their text and the
essays that they assembled demonstrate the relevance of Symbolist theory and practice to
the avant-garde artists of Coburn’s generation. Drawing heavily on the writing of
Symbolist poets Jean Moréas and Gabriel-Albert Aurier, Facos and Mednick characterize
the crux of Symbolism as an exploration beyond the visual:
The revolutionary nuance in Symbolist theory came in the form of a jarring
realization: if the alleged sanctity of nature lay in its access to the divine (or the
eternal, or the immaterial, etc.), then the function of art was not to understand
nature but to see beyond it—to access the divine directly—and to achieve that
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objective no particular form of visual information was necessarily more effective
than any other.150
The Symbolists broke from any commitment to nature as essential subject matter and
demanded direct access to elements beyond the visible or otherwise perceptible world.
Thus understood, Symbolist works in the visual arts (for example, scenes of affection by
Gustav Klimt) are not merely meant to illustrate their subjects (family, romance,
sensuality, etc.), but rather to establish a connection to the eternal factors behind those
subjects (God, Eros, human nature, etc.) through breaks from conventional, naturalistic
imagery (distorted bodies, abstracted elements, solid gold backgrounds, etc.).
Alfred Stieglitz’s work can similarly be interpreted through Symbolism, adding
another parallel between Coburn and his prominent peer. Allan Sekula has convincingly
described Stieglitz’s intentions for his famous picture The Steerage as focused far less on
subject matter (immigrants on a ship) and than on purportedly higher aspects (aesthetic
quality, poetic genius, etc.) [fig. 70]. Adding a Marxist dimension to his analysis, Sekula
describes Stieglitz’s strategies as “symbolist avenues away from the bourgeoisie”—
attempts to break away from and stand outside of class as well as nature.151
This understanding of Symbolism fits many aspects of Coburn’s photography,
and an additional overlap can be found in a shared emphasis on viewers’ individual,
subjective responses to open-ended works of art—the kind of interpretive process that
Hartmann discussed, and that Paul Verlaine urged in his 1882 poem “Art Poetique,” in
which he calls for vague works that serve as “winged things” in movement or that
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provide unpredictable “adventures” for their appreciators. Stéphane Mallarmé sought to
inspire similar responses to his work, believing, as Facos and Mednick explain, that the
power of works of art to “evoke ideas in us is always far more significant than their
power to actually express them.”152 Like Hartmann, Mallarmé acknowledged that the
effectiveness of a work of art may depend less on what it says or depicts than on what it
suggests.
In his eagerness to eschew photographic precision, to provocatively present urban
as well as natural imagery, and most of all to reach toward immaterial concerns via the
subjective responses of his viewers, Coburn’s kinship with the Symbolists is clear. He
certainly gained understanding of Symbolism from his peers and mentors, including
Stieglitz, Holland Day, White, Henry James, Arthur Symons, Edward Carpenter, Maurice
Maeterlinck, and more.153 Even Ezra Pound, determined to proclaim the radical nature of
Vorticism (alongside his related “Imagist” poetry) and to separate it from all precedents,
understood the important of Symbolism, although he tried to hold it at a distance:
Imagisme is not symbolism. The symbolists dealt in ‘association,’ that is, in a sort
of allusion, almost of allegory. They degraded the symbol to the status of a word.
They made it a form of metronomy. One can be grossly ‘symbolic,’ for example,
by using the term ‘cross’ to mean ‘trial.’ The symbolist's symbols have a fixed
value, like numbers in arithmetic, like 1, 2, and 7. The imagiste's images have a
variable significance, like the signs a, b, and x in algebra.154
Here, Pound propounds an intentional misunderstanding of Symbolism and attempts to
draw a distinction without a difference. As Eco, Facos, and Mednick decisively argue, the
Symbolists were no more interested in fixed meaning than the Vorticists. Pound’s hostile
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rhetoric suggests that he found Symbolism threatening because of its proximity to aspects
of his own work.155
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Within my discussion of how Coburn’s work relates to Symbolism, this seems an
appropriate moment to broadly address the most prominent earlier effort to examine the
same connection: Mike Weaver’s forthrightly titled 1986 exhibition catalogue Alvin
Langdon Coburn: Symbolist Photographer, an account that has been cited frequently by
subsequent writers. To be sure, Weaver is uniquely insightful regarding many topics,
especially those which relate to the technical production of photographs, or to pictorial
composition and the influence of Japanese aesthetics on Coburn’s work. Nevertheless, in
earlier footnotes I have already criticized both his prejudicial characterization of
homosexuality within Coburn’s milieu and his reading of Masonic symbolism in
Coburn’s photographs up to 1910. In additional footnotes below, I also strongly disagree
with his schematized understanding of artistic genius, his dismissal of the Vortographs,
and his treatment of the author Amber Reeves. On the whole, Weaver’s catalogue can be
quite frustrating as it vacillates between (on the one hand) perceptive technical
observations, enticing connections between historical figures and trends, and rich
conceptual depth, and (on the other hand) vague or gossipy claims presented without any
evidence, rigid schematizations, vast unsubstantiated generalizations, and internal
contradictions. Weaver’s understanding of Symbolism is similarly bifurcated. At one
point, he contrasts Symbolism, in its “subtlety and ineffability,” to allegory: “In allegory
the work is static, emotion repressed to achieve intellectual intensity; in symbolism the
work is deliberately evanescent, so much that it begins to be difficult to attach the
intensity of emotion to a particular object in the visible world. If allegory is exaggerated
in its desire to convey ideas, symbolism is always in danger of not conveying precise
ideas at all.” I find this characterization of Symbolism quite agreeable, and a good fit for
what George Bernard Shaw described as Coburn’s desire “to convey a mood and not to
impart local information.” But when Weaver interprets pictures from what he calls
Coburn’s “Symbolist period” in terms of fixed Masonic correspondences (“A half dome
as the circle of perfection,” clouds as “a manifestation of energy transformed,” etc.), he
seems to throw out his earlier analysis, replacing it with the sort of rigid aesthetic attitude
that he earlier described as allegorical and non-Symbolist. Eco also traces this style of
interpretation to medieval aesthetics, rather than modern Symbolism. Indeed, Weaver
claims that readings of Coburn’s pictures can progress from the literal, to the figurative,
to the allegorical, and finally to the anagogical. This almost perfectly mirrors Eco’s
description of thoroughly pre-Symbolist principles: “In the Middle Ages there grew up a
theory of allegory which posited the possibility of reading the Scriptures (and eventually
poetry, figurative arts) not just in the literal sense but also in three other senses: the
moral, the allegorical, and the anagogical.” Thus, Weaver’s two ways of construing
Coburn’s work seem wholly incompatible. The latter hardly retains the subtlety,
ineffability, and evanescence of the former. Reading Weaver in his second mode leaves
me questioning how thoroughly he understood the implications of his first approach.

77
Beyond the characteristics of Coburn’s pictures that I have already identified, I
believe the strongest confirmation of his connection to Symbolism came in his 1911
essay “The Relation of Time to Art,” a short text that touches upon many subjects. He
describes the shock of shuttling between the “seclusion of a London suburb” and the
“turmoil of New York,” declares his belief that “Photography is the most modern of the
arts,” and compares photography and painting. These observations build to the following
passage:
It has been said of me, to come to the personal aspect of this problem, that I work
too quickly, and that I attempt to photograph all New York in a week. Now to me
New York is a vision that rises out of the sea as I come up the harbor on my
Atlantic liner, and which glimmers for a while in the sun for the first of my stay
amidst its pinnacles; but which vanishes, but for fragmentary glimpses, as I
become one of the grey creatures that crawl about like ants, at the bottom of its
gloomy caverns. My apparently unseemly hurry has for its object my burning
desire to record, translate, create, if you like, these vision of mine before they
fade. I can only do the creative part of photography, the making of the negative,
with the fire of enthusiasm burning at the white heat; but the final stage, the print,
require quiet contemplation, time, in fact, for its fullest expression. This is why
my best work is from American negatives printed in England.156
This was Coburn’s fullest justification to date for being a photographer. He argued that
the visions and feelings he hoped to convey needed to align simultaneously within an
artist, with their subject matter, and with their creative process. But this multiple
conjunction was fleeting, enduring only for “the flashing fragment of a second,” and so it
could only be captured by the most rapid of means—painting was too slow. For Coburn
in 1911, photography, in its speed and sensitivity, provided access to an immaterial
Even while recognizing Weaver’s perceptive insights on other topics, I can only wonder:
Did he forget his own passage noting that allegory and Symbolism oppose one another?
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dimension beyond the visible world, yielding insight not into the divine or the city, but
modernity itself: “Photography born of this age of steel seems to have naturally adapted
itself to the necessarily unusual requirements of an art that must live in skyscrapers.”157
Perhaps Pound and Coburn found common ground as artists because Pound’s most
famous poem, the two-line “In a Station of the Metro” (1913) similarly sought to convey
the essence of modernity through the most fragmentary immediacy:
The apparition of these faces in the crowd
Petals on a wet, black bough.
Pound seems to have distilled Coburn’s experience of New York into just two short lines.
Their collaboration on the Vortographs would later be informed by these shared
objectives.
Not associated with Symbolist art and reasoning was the final element that
Coburn expected to emerge in an effective and artistic photograph: the personality of its
creator. He believed that a successful photograph, “in addition to possessing charm of
line and form or subject, should be a personal expression, and the sympathies and
individuality of the producer must be apparent in some form in the final result.”158 Once
again, the ambiguous “some form” could be sensed but not really explained. Writing of
his admiration for the “Old Masters” of photography, Coburn noted that “It is very
interesting, and a little difficult to understand, how, with a mechanical medium like
photography, they were able to leave behind so much of their personalities.”159 While
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many of his contemporaries accepted and even celebrated the impersonal character of the
mechanical medium, Coburn’s understanding of photography turned this on its head. It
was precisely because, as he said elsewhere, “The camera is all recording and very
sensitive” that it would record not only the scene in front of it, but also the personal
attitude behind it.160 When it came to the possibility of abstract photographs, then,
Coburn did not require a specific preconception of the meaning that his new images
might capture or evoke. As with his portraits and landscapes, he could pursue a wellcrafted, sensitive utilization of photography, secure in his belief that some kind of
significance, some “form,” some “elusive something” would arise. When even
photographs featuring familiar subjects could be so indefinite, the outcomes of pioneering
works of abstract photography would surely be unpredictable. Perhaps in them Coburn
would find a new reflection of his individuality as an artist, clearer than ever before.
Perhaps, with the recognizable world pared away, the medium “born of this age of steel”
would reveal new aspects of modernity. Or maybe he would discover something
altogether unforeseen.

Composition
In a January 1908 article, John Dixon Scott describes being presented with an
opportunity almost too fortuitous to believe. According to his excited account, he was

for quality—that something which is in a work of art independent of its means—we
might call it the soul of a work. That quality which is beyond words—it is feeling. Or too
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sitting in an unnamed restaurant and enjoying “the best coffee in all London” while
reading a review of the latest photographic exhibitions. The reviewer both lamented the
absence of pictures by Alvin Langdon Coburn and praised recent developments in color
photography. Just as Scott put down his paper—“pat upon the instant”—none other than
Coburn himself entered through the establishment’s swing-doors. The critic immediately
resolved to ask Coburn for his inevitably “emphatic and highly individual opinion” on
color photography. The artist obliged with aplomb, proceeding quickly to give Scott more
than he bargained for: an explanation of art itself.
Look here. You see this omelette, this glass of cider, this farcically arranged
bunch of polychromatic flowers? Ain't they turr'ble? Don't the colors fairly
screech? Well, that's nature. But look here. I take this omelette and place it here; I
take this one flower of bright clear gold and put it on the white tablecloth beside
it; and I place this glass of cider close beside it again, but in a place where the sun
can catch it and give its color a little more life. And there you have a very
beautiful scheme. Well, that's art; that's photography.161
Coburn thus laid bare the concept that arose most frequently in the discourse surrounding
his work: composition—the internal structure of the image. The restaurant table
demonstration was the artist’s most lucid and potent illustration of his interest in this
aspect of photography. At first blush it appears that Coburn (following his usual pattern)
made his methods seem simple—a little rearranging here, a bit of selective pruning there,
and the job is done. But he also showed that this work required discernment, experience,
and even a bit of daring—how else could he make manifest the essence of art on the spot,
with only the contents of a morning meal at his disposal? He made this assertion of the
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true artist’s exceptional ability explicit by immediately adding “And that's what [an]
amateur will never be able to do.”162
Coburn would later clarify that he preferred to use the specific term
“composition” rather than alternative like “isolation” because, while a photograph
isolated a chosen fragment of reality by placing it within a frame, it was essential to
recognize that one could show that same fragment in many different ways—it was
possible to “move the camera in such a way that an entirely new arrangement is achieved,
a few inches sometimes changing the entire construction of the picture.”163 He was not
alone in claiming that thoughtful pictorial arranging elevated worthy photography to the
status of fine art. In January 1908 (the very same month that John Dixon Scott published
his interview), the leading photographic journal, Alfred Stieglitz’s Camera Work,
devoted an issue to Coburn’s pictures. The images are compelling, of course, but the
most striking text was not about Coburn; it was an unattributed essay titled “Is
Photography a New Art?” In the fifteen-year history of the most famous publication to
advance “Yes” as the answer to this titular question, this was perhaps Camera Work’s
most explicit advocacy for photography as an artistic medium. Its anonymous author
(quite possibly Stieglitz) argues, in a controlled and analytical fashion, that, insofar as
painting, sculpture, music, dance, etc. but also architecture are fine arts, it is not “personal
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touch” which grants admission to the lofty category, but rather “composition”—“And
what does creation by the brain, and bringing into existence by the hands, mean? It means
only one thing—composing.”164
Coburn and his supporters went beyond this position, arguing that composition
was not only the logical basis for categorizing photography as high art, but also the
primary source of any photograph’s artistic worth. Amber Reeves took perhaps the most
uncompromising position on this issue in her 1909 article on Coburn titled “The Finding
of Pictures.” She praises The Seaside [fig. 71], for example, by writing that nearly
“everything in the picture is flat” and formed into “tidy” arrangements of horizontal lines,
from the horizon, to the waves, the shore, and the row of chairs—yet the effect is “not at
all monotonous, owing to the grace and easiness” of the photograph. By emphasizing the
organizational discipline behind this picture, Reeves explicitly countered George Bernard
Shaw’s claim that only Coburn’s printing needed to be masterful, while his camerawork
could be haphazard:
While it is true that by wasting enough plates one may very well chance among
them on a bit of good composition, the hit-or-miss principle is adequately
disproved by this type of photograph that I have been trying to describe. I do not
think that it would have occurred to any one but a trained designer to photograph
those particular things at all, or that any one without a sensitive imagination
would have understood the feelings that they expressed. Mr. Coburn says that he
has to discard nine out of every ten of his negatives, but unless the nine were
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Anonymous, “Is Photography a New Art?” Camera Work, no. 21 (January 1908): 19.
To distinguish “bringing into existence by the hands” from “personal touch,” the author
notes that “to give life by the touch of the hand does not at all imply that, after life has
been given, any evidence of how it was produced shall remain.” This clarification is
intended to prevent the exclusion of practices like architecture and photography from the
category of fine arts.
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definite attempts in the direction of the tenth, the tenth would not be what with
him it succeeds in being.165
Reeves was the most insightful critic to praise Coburn for his compositional artistry, but
there were many others—too many to survey comprehensively. But typical is the praise
offered by T.H. Cummings (“composition… stands for the development in him of
individual creative power”), Sadakichi Hartman (“natural gift for line-and-space
composition”), H.L. Rice (“these compositions were so complete pictorially… so finely
alive with the choice judgment of the real artist”), and the Photographic News (“each
line, curve, and tone takes its proper place in assisting the whole and satisfactorily filling
the space”). And this is only an abridged selection of reviews from Coburn’s early career
in the years 1903–1906.166 Beyond his restaurant table demonstration, Coburn himself
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Amber Reeves, “The Finding of Pictures: The Work of Alvin Langdon Coburn,” The
Lady’s Realm, vol. 25, no. 148 (February 1909): 450. Reeves’s lines leading up to this
statement add further context on Shaw, referencing his 1906 catalogue essay on Coburn:
“Mr. Coburn’s critics seem fond of saying that anybody can make negatives, and that
distinction is only to be gained in their manipulation. Bernard Shaw compares a
photographer to the cod who lays a thousand eggs that one grown cod may some day
succeed his father.” Mike Weaver calls Reeves’s essay “excellent,” but, in his typically
salacious fashion, notes that Reeves was Coburn’s cousin and H.G. Wells’s mistress.
Weaver further raises the possibility that Coburn may have helped Reeves write her
article, but he provides no evidence or reasoning to support this suspicion. Insofar as
Weaver never suggests that any of the male authors he cites received unacknowledged or
undue help with their texts, this claim seems to be the result of sexism—another instance
of illegitimate prejudice on Weaver’s part, parallel to his baselessly negative
characterization of homosexuality within Coburn’s milieu. Reeves was, in fact, an
accomplished author of eight books and a progressive feminist (a fact which, chronology
aside, serves as a fitting rejoinder to Weaver). Weaver, Coburn: Symbolist Photographer,
42.
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Thos. Harrison Cummings, “Some Photographs by Alvin Langdon Coburn,” PhotoEra, vol. 10, no. 3 (1 March 1903): 92; Sadakichi Hartmann (under the pseudonym
Sidney Allan), “The Exhibition of the Photo-Secession,” The Photographic Times—
Bulletin, vol. 36, no. 3 (1 March 1904): 101; H.L. Rice, “The Work of Alvin Langdon
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wrote in 1913 that “a sense of design” could ensure that pictures possessed “permanent
and lasting charm,” even amid the revolutionary ideas and rapid changes of modern
art.167
Like Reeves in her assessment of The Seaside, Coburn and his colleagues
frequently focused on a photograph’s composition to such a degree that they largely
ignored its subject matter.168 Coburn was thus well equipped to write about the special
importance of good composition in abstract art in a 1914 letter to his friend Max Weber:
There is a show now on in London of so called ‘Cubist’ work, but most of it is
incompetent trash. It seems to me that this sort of art shows up the lack of power
in an artist more than representative art does, for without a beauty of line and
color cubism is nothing. If a man has a “subject” to distract your attention you
look less perhaps at the space filling qualities of the picture.169
Although I have found only one citation of this passage in secondary literature, scholarly
examinations of the Vortographs have frequently employed a similar logic by suggesting
that Coburn pursued abstraction in order to set aside “distracting” subject matter and fully
harness the “power” of his ability for “space filling” with greater immediacy.170 This
move is typically construed as the last in a series of incremental steps away from

Coburn,” The Photographer, vol. 1, no. 9 (24 June 1904): 132; The Photographic News,
“Coburn’s Exhibition at 66 Russell Square” (1906), 109.
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Coburn, Men of Mark (1913), 28. Coburn’s comment came in praise of Max Weber’s
paintings.
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Via the writing of Allan Sekula, I have already mentioned Alfred Stieglitz’s intentions
for his photograph The Steerage as an example here. Sekula, “On the Invention of
Photographic Meaning,” 41–42.
169
Letter from Coburn to Weber, 17 March 1914, AAA microfilm, 363–364.
170
Anne McCauley is the only scholar I know of who was intrepid enough to find this
statement amid Coburn’s many letters to Weber. Ironically, she had far less need for this
piece of evidence than many of her predecessors, as her analysis of the Vortographs
places fairly little emphasis on Coburn’s commitment to composition. McCauley, “Witch
Work: Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 158.
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representational imagery. While I will show that the Vortographs are far more than mere
compositional exercises, it is still helpful to trace this common narrative.
The chronology of Coburn’s increasing inclination toward composition is usually
said to begin in earnest in the summer of 1903, which he spent in Ipswich, Massachusetts
studying with the prominent arts educator Arthur Wesley Dow, who also taught Weber,
Georgia O’Keeffe, Charles Sheeler, and many other leading American artists. The fact
that Dow called his popular art teaching manual “Composition” is suggestive in itself. His
book begins with elementary geometric exercises, such as line compositions with squares
and then rectangles, before taking up landscapes, first simply and then with greater
complication. After this, Dow introduces value contrasts, which begin with two-tone nonrepresentational designs, before he returns to landscapes of two and then three tones, and
then concludes with the introduction of the full tonal range [figs. 72–74]. In the fifth
edition of Composition, current during Coburn’s 1903 studies, Dow did not even begin to
introduce color.171 This highly deliberate pedagogy, which Dow applied equally to
photography, painting, woodblock printing, and other media, put Coburn through his
paces and instilled his lasting commitment to design as the foundation of all art.172 In
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Dow described line, “notan” (a personal adaptation of a Japanese term, referring for
Dow to changes in value used not for modeling, as in chiaroscuro, but instead for graphic
composition), and color as the three fundamental elements of composition. The omission
of color exercises from his early editions led Dow to title the book Composition, Part I,
though a separate second part was never published. I have not found copies of the
intervening editions, but by the ninth edition in 1914 Dow had simply titled the book
Composition and added a section on color. Dow, Composition (1903), 36–37.
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Mike Weaver reports that Dow indeed asked his students to begin by working with
non-representational crafts (including pottery, metalwork, and textile design) to keep
them free of artsy preconceptions while learning composition. In his autobiography,
Coburn complimented Dow for his openness to all media and for considering

86
building up from lines and squares up to landscapes, this training also may have been a
source for Coburn’s belief that the structural foundation of composition can be hidden
beneath representational imagery and only fully revealed in the absence of recognizable
subject matter.173 Dow also fostered Coburn’s lifelong interest in Japanese art, having
developed his own dedication to the subject through a close friendship with Ernest
Fenollosa, the eminent curator of Oriental Art at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts.
The prevailing narrative of Coburn’s journey toward the abstraction of the
Vortographs next continues through his work of 1905–1910, which was dubbed the
photographer’s “Symbolist” period by Mike Weaver in an influential 1986 exhibition
catalogue. Weaver writes that this phase of Coburn’s career “provided him with the four
factors necessary to a photographer who wished to advance the art: the philosophical
basis (comparative religion), the aesthetic basis (Japanese art), the technical basis (the
telephoto lens and the soft-focus lens), and the craftsmanly basis (photogravure).”174
Weaver considers things philosophical and craftsmanly in good measure, but his account

photography an art worthy of compositional consideration. Weaver, Coburn: Symbolist
Photographer, 13; Coburn, Alvin Langdon Coburn: Photographer, An Autobiography
(1966), 22.
173
McCauley makes a similar connection, simply stating that Coburn’s 1914 letter to
Weber is “True to his original training with Arthur Wesley Dow.” McCauley, “Witch
Work: Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 158.
174
Weaver, Coburn: Symbolist Photographer, 9. As is evident in some of my other notes,
I disagree with many points in Weaver’s broader analysis of Coburn’s career. Moreover,
I find the particular passage quoted here to be startlingly reductive—success in art
photography is not so simple or historically consistent as to always depend upon the
checking of four particular conceptual boxes. Both artistic creativity and its historical
evaluation would be drastically impoverished by such a clockwork scheme. Still, the
aesthetic and technical portions of Weaver’s interpretation of the photographs from this
period nevertheless constitute one of the best secondary accounts of any aspect of
Coburn’s work. As I have said before, Weaver’s persuasiveness is remarkably uneven.
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of Coburn’s development is most successful where it emphasizes what he describes as
aesthetic and technical factors. Through Dow, Coburn was drawn into the emulation of
Japanese pictures, which were designed, Weaver says, with “superposition, pillar-wise,
so that elements are read upward or downward over the two-dimensional surface of the
picture,” creating a composition of bands that are flat but nevertheless convey a sense
that depth through height in the picture plane, with upper elements read as being further
away [for example, figs. 75, 76]. Newly-developed telephoto lenses allowed Coburn to
create the same effect in photography—Weaver describes the capacity of long lenses to
“flatten perspective so that the near and far are piled one above the other apparently in the
same plane, with the middle distance either eliminated or stacked in between.”175
Coburn’s 1905 photograph Vesuvius, Italy is a particularly fitting (and Japanese-looking)
example of this approach [fig. 50]. Thomas Dallmeyer, lens maker for Coburn, Shaw, and
many others, made a striking demonstration of these capabilities with two photographs of
a whale skeleton, one taken with an ordinary lens from up close, the other with a
telephoto lens from over three hundred yards away. The former is severely distorted by
perspective, while the latter is so flat as to seem pressed to the surface of the page [figs.
77, 78]. Dallmeyer’s purpose was not simply to show that a long lens allows one to
photograph faraway things, but that different lenses lend very different treatment of the
same subject.176 Simply put, the longer Coburn’s lens, the more his images became
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Weaver, Coburn: Symbolist Photographer, 16.
Though they are not reproduced in his essay, I must credit Weaver for bringing
Dallmeyer’s effective and apropos examples to my attention. As for Shaw’s Dallmeyer
lens, Coburn mentions it in Men of Mark as part of the author’s credentials as “a serious
photographer who uses a camera with a tripod and ground glass, and a Dallmeyer lens
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composable patterns of flat elements. By July 1904 he was writing to Alfred Stieglitz
with giddy enthusiasm for his Dallmeyer “Adon” telephoto lens: “I got a thing of the
Tower Bridge from the middle of London Bridge, a distance of nearly half a mile, that
would have been impossible to get with anything else. I repeat London is great!”177
Coburn’s photograph, nearly free of perspectival effects, shows that he was already
putting these aesthetic and technical possibilities together [fig. 79].
Coburn thus had acquired the means to make photographic compositions of
flattened and abstracted visual elements quite early in his career, but identifying and
analyzing the motivations behind his decision to use this capacity to create an art without
recognizable subject matter is complicated. While some, including Weaver, have even
condemned the creation of the Vortographs as a “perverse” distraction from Coburn’s
earlier work, claiming that they were only “a momentary lapse in favor of abstraction,”
scholars have generally interpreted them as an outgrowth of the artist’s previous
interests.178 The usual narrative moves next to Coburn’s awakening attraction to modern
art and his photograph The Octopus [fig. 36], both of which have been linked to his close
friend, the modernist painter Max Weber. Weber planned the layout and design of the
that covers the side of a house!” Weaver, Coburn: Symbolist Photographer, 16; Coburn,
Men of Mark (1913), 10.
177
Letter from Alvin Langdon Coburn to Alfred Stieglitz, undated [July 1904]; Coburn’s
underlining, Alfred Stieglitz/Georgia O’Keeffe Archive, box 10, folders 235–240, Yale
Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, New
Haven, Connecticut, quoted in Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 27.
178
Weaver, Coburn: Symbolist Photographer, 9, 74. Weaver’s condemnation of the
Vortographs includes various internal contradictions (including his claim that the
Vortographs represent Coburn’s most personal impulses and yet should receive little
consideration in the artist’s career) and factual errors (including his claim that Coburn
was interested in the Vortographs for only a month and his insinuation that Coburn was
bullied into supporting Vorticism).
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Albright Art Gallery’s International Exhibition of Pictorial Photography in November
1910, and he first met Coburn at the opening. They established an enduring friendship,
and Coburn supported Weber’s art enthusiastically, even setting up a display of paintings
in his London home to show to visiting luminaries. And, for those who did not stop by
his house, Coburn created a lavish album of copy photographs to show around town. He
pitched Weber’s work to Roger Fry, Duncan Grant, and Vanessa Bell, and Weber
promptly received an invitation to exhibit at the next Grafton Group exhibition.179
Coburn also credited Weber (who had lived in Paris from 1905–1909, meeting the likes
of Pablo Picasso and Henri Rousseau and studying under Henri Matisse) with introducing
him to modern art, including Post-Impressionism and Cubism.180
As for The Octopus, it is perhaps Coburn’s most famous picture, showing the
paths of New York’s Madison Square cleared of snow and flattened into a suggestive
pattern by a telephoto lens, aimed down from the observation deck of the Metropolitan
Life Insurance Tower [fig. 80]. Coburn was in close contact with Weber during this
general period. His letters to the painter reveal that they spent “days together on the
heights of New York” in late 1912, and Weber made abstracted city paintings at that time
that look a great deal like Coburn’s skyscraper views [compare figs. 37 and 81]. In his
autobiography, Coburn claimed that he created The Octopus in 1912 as “a composition or
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Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 42–43, 49–51. Recall that Roberts
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Coburn and Weber together. See also Coburn’s letters to Weber, which detail the
photographer’s promotional efforts on behalf of the painter.
180
Coburn, Alvin Langdon Coburn: Photographer, An Autobiography (1966), 92; Percy
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Art, 1991), 14.
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exercise in filling a rectangular space with curves and masses.”181 Various scholars have
put these pieces together, presenting The Octopus as having been created under Weber’s
influence and having functioned as Coburn’s key step toward modernist-oriented abstract
photography. Together with the rest of Coburn’s similar “New York From Its Pinnacles”
images [figs. 36–39], The Octopus did indeed fit into the context of modern art so readily
that it was itself influential, serving as a model not only for Weber but for the Vorticists
as well.182 Frank DiFederico’s account typifies a handful of others, as he writes that
“Aside from the Vortographs, The Octopus is the most abstract photograph Coburn ever
made.” DiFederico goes on to describe the picture as “incomprehensible without the
passion for the avant-garde with which Weber had infected his new friend.”183
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origins and functions is not very specific. Melita Schaum briefly makes a similar
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Aesthetic,” 97. To cover some additional examples on The Octopus, Meir Wigoder writes
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But this usual story of Coburn and composition must be corrected. The
photographer actually shot The Octopus in early 1909. Compiling his autobiography over
fifty years later, Coburn seems to have mistakenly believed that he took this picture
alongside Weber in 1912 while shooting the other “Pinnacles” images, probably because
he later exhibited The Octopus as part of that series despite its earlier origin. This mistake
has led to lasting confusion, but evidence of the truth has never been far to seek—
Coburn first published the photograph as The Giant Shadow on Madison Square in the
June 1909 issue of Metropolitan Magazine [fig. 82].184 Given that it depicts snow
covering the grass in Madison Square (this gave Coburn crucial assistance in flattening
his image), Pamela Glasson Roberts convincingly argues that Coburn shot it around the
time of a blizzard on January 18, 1909, when he was living only half a block away from
the Metropolitan Tower at his usual hotel at 29 West 25th Street.185 Coburn had thus
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Octopus in his 2002 article titled “The ‘Solar Eye’ of Vision: Emergence of the
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captured his famous image of Madison Square before he met Weber, before he met Roger
Fry and saw the Second Post-Impressionist Exhibition at the Grafton Galleries, before he
became familiar with modern art, before “Cubism” had been fully consolidated as a style
or even a term, and before any artist is known to have attempted a wholly abstract work
(excepting Hilma af Klint, whose paintings were not revealed to the public until decades
later). This is not to deny the impact that these later events had on Coburn in the years
after he met Weber and before he created the Vortographs, but clearly he was closer to
abstraction in 1909 than has previously been acknowledged, and this fact has yet to be
fully incorporated into accounts of his early career.186 Correctly dated, The Octopus
proves that Coburn did not require prompting by abstraction in other media to displace
recognizable subject matter and emphasize composition to a radial degree in his
relates Coburn’s photograph to other abstract works which had not yet been created in
1909.) Whenever it may have been discovered, the correct date for the photograph was
not widely known as recently as 2018, when Emanuelle de l’Ecotais repeated the claim
that The Octopus was shot in 1912. And this was not an isolated error—Mark Antliff and
Tom Normand each used the 1912 date in respective 2010 essays. Meir Joel Wigoder,
“Curbstone Sketches: Photography, Art and Leisure During the Modern Urban
Tranformation of New York City, 1890–1920,” PhD dissertation (University of
California, Berkeley, 2008), 76; Meir Joel Wigoder, “Agency and Everyday Life in Alvin
Coburn’s Octopus,” Assaph—Art History, no. 5 (2000): 115–116; Emmanuelle de
l’Ecotais, “In Search of a New Reality,” in Shape of Light: 100 Years of Photography
and Abstract Art, edited by Simon Baker and Emmanuelle de l’Ecotais with Shoair
Mavlian, exhibition catalogue (London: Tate Publishing, 2018), 14; Antliff, “Alvin
Langdon Coburn Among the Vorticists,” 582; Normand, “Alvin Langdon Coburn and the
Vortographs,” 87.
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Roberts, despite thoroughly proving the 1909 date, does not incorporate it into her
broader interpretation of Coburn’s career beyond briefly noting that a photograph which
would have been radical in 1912 was all the more radical in 1909. She does, however,
smartly note that Coburn had shot “the spire of St. Thomas’s Church, at 53rd Street and
Fifth Avenue, from the top of the newly built St. Regis Hotel” all the way back in late
1904 or early 1905. Still, compared to The Octopus, this earlier image is a much more
straightforward, outward view featuring a clear horizon, and as a result is interesting but
less flattened, abstract, and disorienting. Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 36.
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photography. Coburn’s interests in composition, along with some faintly emerging trends
within the community of peer photographers around him, were sufficient to inspire The
Octopus, nearly-abstract as it is.

Grasping at a Discourse for Abstract Photography
The proper dating of The Octopus not to 1913 but rather to early 1909, well
before Coburn’s first meeting with Weber and his ensuing contact with other early
abstractionists, reopens the question of the inspiration behind the change in his work that
this famous picture represents. In that light, a pair of 1906 photographs, each titled
Decorative Study, merit examination. Information about these unusual images is scant.
One seems to have been lost entirely and is only documented in rather negative
comments included in reviews of Coburn’s February 1906 Royal Photographic Society
exhibition. A writer for The Academy complained that in “A Decorative Study, the
reversed swan is ‘a cute dodge,’ but the result is too symmetrical to be satisfactory.”187
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Anonymous, “Mr. A.L. Coburn’s Photographs,” The Academy, no. 1762 (10 February
1906): 143. Insofar as the surviving Decorative Study clearly does not fit this description,
it seems most likely that this passage refers to a different photograph with the same title.
As for the reviewer’s comment, the phrase “a cute dodge” signifies a clever trick (as in
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example). In this particular case, it might even be a pun on “dodge,” which is also a
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Tragedy of Ida Noble,” The Lady’s Realm, vol. 17, Christmas supplement (1904): 11.
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Photography magazine offered a more emphatically negative opinion: “It is a pity that
Mr. Coburn was allowed to hang the Decorative Study at all.”188 Fortunately, the other
Decorative Study was reproduced in the July 1906 issue of Camera Work, and so copies
(if not original prints and negatives) survive today [fig. 83]. Coburn was the central focus
of that issue, but Camera Work was not copiously illustrated and the July edition only
includes five reproductions of his work.189 That he chose this Decorative Study as part of
such a small selection suggests the artist’s pride in the picture, as well as its status—
despite the presence of the word “Study” in its title, it was not a preliminary work.190 As
in The Octopus, Coburn exploited a snowy background to give the image a flattened,
graphic appearance (or perhaps calligraphic, in keeping with his interest in Japanese art).
Freshly fallen, unmarked by tracks or footprints, evenly lit on an overcast day, and
exposed to an almost uniform white tone, the snow creates a blank field in the photograph
that resists three-dimensional interpretation. Of course, it remains possible to focus on the
central tree, the slightly shadowed dip in the snow at the tree’s base, and the triangular
hint of a ravine or plunging hillside in the upper left corner and recognize that the image
depicts an incline which descends sharply to the left. Alongside its abstract features, the
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Camera Work, no. 15 (July 1906): 11. This issue of Camera Work also featured a
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Society catalogue.
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Camera Work are marked as precious objects, as products of extraordinary
craftsmanship.” Sekula indeed notes that “No more than a dozen or so prints were
included in any one issue of the magazine” and convincingly argues that this served to
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Decorative Study in Camera Work serves as proof that the photographer held this image
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picture also includes legible figurative components. Still, despite these representational
elements, the title Decorative Study seems to urge viewers to ignore any familiar spatial
cues, to focus on the expanse of undifferentiated white, to allow the other elements to
flatten themselves on the surface of the page, and to examine the picture as a twodimensional arrangement rather than a window offering a view—like The Octopus, an
“exercise in filling a rectangular space with curves and masses.”
No contemporaneous critical responses to this image seem to exist, but if the
dismissive reviews of Coburn’s other Decorative Study (likely flattened and graphic as
well, given its title and its composition that was deemed “too symmetrical”) are any
indication, many viewers were not willing to make such a shift in visual interpretation.
Coburn likely pursued this new direction amid resistance to his efforts, or at least despite
some confusion regarding his aims. The surviving Decorative Study thus stands as the
forebear of The Octopus and other semi-abstract photography by Coburn, as well the
work of a small number of other photographers who explored similar possibilities later in
the first decade of the twentieth century. In various 1909 photographs titled Winter
Landscape, George Seeley also capitalized on the high contrasts and uniform surfaces
found in snowy scenes, and he further suppressed detail and suggestions of depth through
heavy gum bichromate printing [figs. 84, 85]. His pictures might even be judged to be
more strongly abstract than Coburn’s, if not for their descriptive titles, which keep them
tied to representation.191 As a fellow contributor to Camera Work, Seeley certainly would
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In a 2018 catalogue essay, Emmanuelle de l’Ecotais commented on one of Seeley’s
1909 Winter Landscape photographs: “Despite its title, this artwork is the first abstract
photograph.” First, de l’Ecotais used the incorrect 1912 date for The Octopus, so it is
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have seen Coburn’s Decorative Study and may well have drawn his use of snow from
Coburn’s example.192
Even more clearly influenced by Coburn was a January 1909 article titled “A Plea
for Simplification and Study in Pictorial Work,” written by Malcolm Arbuthnot, a friend
of Coburn’s and later the only other photographer associated with Vorticism. Arbuthnot
unclear how she might have assigned primacy were she aware of Coburn’s competing
1909 claim. (Breaking the tie might well be impossible, as I am not sure that Coburn and
Seeley recorded specific dates for their negatives. Both were working in the northeastern
United States, so they might even have photographed snow from the same blizzard.)
Second, and perhaps more importantly, one cannot so easily avoid considering Seeley’s
title, and thus his intentions. If an artist’s intentions do not matter, then the first abstract
photograph was most likely an early photographic experiment in which the image could
not be fixed, did not stop developing, and became a monochrome. If not this or the result
of some other accident, then it would at least be something like David Brewster’s
kaleidoscopic exposures, which I discussed in this project’s introduction—nonrepresentational photographs intended for a context outside of fine art. Thus, as I also
noted at the outset, it is necessary to distinguish between “abstraction” and “intentional
abstraction” in photography if one wishes to make a useful claim about historical
primacy. Then again, thinking of titles and intentions, Coburn did not show The Octopus
under its well-known title until 1912—before that it was The Giant Shadow on Madison
Square. So, one could argue that the picture became more abstract and compositional
through reconsideration that took place three years after it was first created. As I mention
in note 184 above, this makes Coburn’s 1906 Decorative Study photographs all the more
essential in demonstrating his interest in placing novel emphasis upon composition before
1910, as their titling points more resolutely away from representation. de l’Ecotais, “In
Search of a New Reality,” 14.
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Indeed, two of Seeley’s photographs (untitled images showing lone figures in natural
settings with mythical or mystical suggestiveness) were reproduced in the very same July
1906 issue of Camera Work that included Decorative Study—he almost certainly did not
miss Coburn’s snowy image. For another interesting use of snow towards visually
simplified photography, see Will Cadby’s Snow Sketch, which was exhibited in the 1906
London Salon and later reproduced in Switzerland in Winter, written by Cadby and his
wife Carine. Unlike Coburn and Seeley, Cadby attempted to make his winter photograph
resemble a two-toned, hand-drawn sketch, but he did so by means well familiar to
Coburn: flat light and a Dallmeyer telephoto lens [fig. 27]. The Cadbys were also
expatriate American photographers living in England and were longtime friends of
Coburn’s. Will and Carine Cadby, Switzerland in Winter (New York: James Pott & Co.,
1914), 231; Carine and Will A. Cadby, “London Letter,” Photo-Era, vol. 30, no. 1 (1
January 1913): 47.
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proposed that, just as novice painters might work their way up through rudimentary
compositional exercises, novice photographers should at first avoid complicated scenes
and learn by working within narrower possibilities. “[T]ake a portion of it [the scene]—
say, a clump of reeds in the foreground, the overhanging branch of a tree, or the winding
path on the hillside,” he suggested, “and strive to make an effective study of it.”193
Arbuthnot demonstrated the value of such an approach with two striking images, A Study
in Curves and Angles and The Doorstep: A Study in Lines and Masses, which, despite
their easily recognizable subject matter, achieved stark simplification and graphic appeal
through the use of unusual viewpoints and the composition of shadows [figs. 86, 87]. The
article and its illustrations met a reception even colder than what Coburn’s similar work
had received. The critic Anthony Guest jeered: “I would suggest that he should
occasionally study human characteristics instead of disjoined and unpictorial
arrangements.”194 Photography magazine mercilessly mocked another simplified
Arbuthnot image titled The Wheel:
[I]f you, dear reader, happened to be occupying a bathing machine, and just at the
psychological moment of the interval between an aquatic and a terrestrial costume
the bottom of the machine fell out and flopped you through, you would get the
identical view shown. Whether you would wait to photograph it or not is a
question you must decide for yourself.195
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Richard Cork has thus noted that by the standards of 1909 Arbuthnot’s position
constituted minimalist “extremism” and that “Apart from the exceptional kindred spirit,
such as the American photographer Alvin Langdon Coburn whom Arbuthnot portrayed
around this time, his contemporaries considered such a programme ill-judged.”196 Indeed,
Arbuthnot’s connections to Coburn were recognized at the time, and in April 1909 the
Liverpool Courier reported that Arbuthnot generally followed “with more or less
precision in the footsteps of Mr. A.L. Coburn.”197 Given Coburn’s own interest in
simplified compositions and his enthusiasm for Arthur Wesley Dow’s own deliberate and
sequential approach to art education, he could easily have helped inspire Arbuthnot’s
article.
If Coburn and his innovative contemporaries struggled to marshal support for
these efforts, it was partly because they lacked effective means to describe their aims.
Seeley’s images were inadequately characterized as “Winter Landscapes,” Arbuthnot’s
studies were not merely “Simplification,” and Coburn had awkwardly labeled his 1906
photographs with the ambiguous adjective “Decorative.” Before 1910, “decorative
photography” was an unsettled term variously applied to pictures of “pleasing” flower
arrangements, images for commercial printing and advertising, and homemade prints
made for “Christmas cards, calendars, booklet covers, and similar things” [figs. 88–
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90].198 The earliest use of the word with Coburn’s meaning appears to have been
published in 1914, when it was used in Photo-Era to introduce a “decorative
photography” mail-in competition: “when one speaks of a picture as ‘decorative,’ the
idea conveyed is of something in which the subject itself is subordinate to the method of
portrayal” [fig. 91, 92].199 This was a full eight years after Coburn employed the term
without success. Back in the previous decade, Seeley, Arbuthnot, and Coburn could not
find the words to describe their work in a manner that their peers would understand. This
gap in nomenclature helps to show that the three photographers began to distance
themselves from recognizable subject matter less out of adherence to a strongly
articulated and thoroughly conceptualized rationale and more as an intuited extension of
the existing uses of photography. Their work took them beyond the territory marked out
by existing terminology. In this, they parallel other early twentieth century artists
working in a wide variety of media, for whom abstraction was becoming conceivable
despite not yet having been defined. By Leah Dickerman’s description:
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Times, vol. 28, no. 1 (1 January 1896): 19; Photographic Times, “Elwin Neame in
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What’s interesting is that sometime in the beginning of the twentieth century—
one can argue about when the day was—the idea of a picture that’s not of a thing
is impossible to conceive, but by 1915, there’s a language for that new kind of
image and many artists know how to deploy that language. And in between these
two moments is this really interesting zone when an idea is in formation.200
These photographs by Seeley, Arbuthnot, and Coburn belong to this formative trend just
as much as many better-known paintings by artists like Wassily Kandinsky, František
Kupka, and Robert Delaunay. This further suggests that the subsequent theorization of
“abstraction” outside of photography, during the first half of the 1910s, would have given
Coburn an important conceptual tool for pushing his already strong interest in
composition even further, into the Vortographs.
Composition, after all, is nothing if not intuitive and indefinite. This remains true
today, as art historians, philosophers, and neuroaestheticians continue to seek an
explanation of why some compositions appeal to human viewers and others do not.
Writers in Coburn’s day struggled with the same problem, often quite forthrightly. The
July 1906 issue of Camera Work that featured Coburn’s Decorative Study fittingly
included an essay by the art critic Roland Rood titled “The Psychology of the Curve.”
Rood aimed to answer “why some kinds of lines appear to us beautiful, and others ugly”
and proposed in outlandish fashion that beauty and ugliness arise from a given visual
form’s resemblance to a human body experiencing either happiness or misery,
respectively. Rood thus advised that, since the curves of heavyset people make them
appear contented and visually pleasing, “Very fat men should never be portrayed sitting.
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They should always be made to stand, with the paunch well exposed and silhouetted, the
head thrown back, one arm akimbo, and a smile on the face. They may object, but that is
of no account.” Alternatively, the elderly, “in whom the desire to live has begun to ebb,”
should be portrayed as angular and morose. And finally, “If old people are very fat and,
at the same time, morose and dejected in facial expression, they should not be portrayed
at all; they jar, from the artistic standpoint.”201
Implausible, absurd, and indeed offensive as Rood’s theories are, their inclusion
in Camera Work shows that Alfred Stieglitz and his audience recognized that aesthetic
endeavors like composing lacked theoretical grounding, and that they were searching for
answers, sometimes rather desperately. On occasion, writers simply conceded their lack
of knowledge. In the aforementioned 1908 essay “Is Photography a New Art?” the
anonymous writer confessed that
just why… combinations that are usually found in nature, should suddenly
become interesting when “composed,” nobody knows. Why the same rocks,
fields, trees, and sky seen from one point of view should look ordinary, but when
looked at from another, should tell a story which affects to our innermost depths,
is a mystery that has never been solved.202
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Even Arthur Wesley Dow found himself at a loss for words: “The difference between a
commonplace design and a beautiful one may be very slight—it can be felt, but not
described.”203 The educational program that Dow proposed in Composition cleverly
addressed this problem by approaching aesthetic questions practically rather than
theoretically. The teacher noted that his exercises could be summed up in two words:
“APPRECIATE, ORIGINATE.”204 Thus, at every stage, Dow suggested that students
should be asked to generate many compositional possibilities and then choose the best
ones—instinctively. Over time and through repetition, students would gain greater
facility and confidence in originating designs and appreciating their successes without
any need for an explicit logical system or set of rules. Dow’s educational program lacked
a directive to “JUSTIFY” because the justification of a composition seemed both
impossible and unnecessary.
Coburn, too, proceeded to make new, increasingly abstract art while believing that
“There is no formula for success in photography any more than there is a formula for
anything else in the world which is really worth while.”205 As a result, he could not fully
account for his lauded accomplishments in composition, just as he could not explain the
richness of interpretation that was provoked by the generative suggestiveness of his
pictures. I have already quoted the essay by W. Howe Downes in the catalogue for
Coburn’s 1913 “Camera Pictures” exhibition at the Goupil Gallery, which made note of
this inexplicability: “How does he do it? we ask. It is doubtful if he himself could tell. As
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good an answer as any would be to say he does it by sheer determination to achieve the
impossible.”206 Following Dow’s example and allowing practice to outpace explanation
was an effective way of seeking just such achievements. Coburn and his small circle of
like-minded contemporaries recognized that composition, and indeed the beauty or
meaning of any photograph, was both immediately evident and largely inscrutable.
Coburn’s Decorative Study photographs and The Octopus explored these concerns, but
the artist—always aiming to “break away from the worn-out conventions” of his
medium—resolved to go further. Abstraction thus became an effective means to confront
and consider these enigmas, these impenetrable elements that made photography “worth
while.” As Coburn wrote to Weber in 1914, “If a man has a ‘subject’ to distract your
attention you look less perhaps at the space filling qualities of the picture.” In the absence
of the “distraction” created by the representation of real objects, one could directly
respond to the purely visual power of photography and art.
To bring this chapter to a close, it is worth acknowledging a mild paradox in
Coburn’s work. On the one hand, in both his technical handling of his chosen medium
and the rhetoric he used to discuss it, he practiced and preached in favor of an “honest”
and “workmanlike” form of photography. He traced a path between the “Fuzzy School”
of “gum splodgers” and the traditionalists who obstinately insisted upon maximally
“Sharp and Shiny” printing. He employed methods that were always “simpler, more
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direct.” On the other hand, Coburn sought to create pictures whose content remained
elusive and mysterious despite their honesty on a technical level. In this regard his works
were far less simple, and indeed the artist and his peers found that the open-ended
capacity of his pictures to generate meaning could be inexplicable. Moreover, despite
having firmly settled views on photography’s proper uses, Coburn aimed to push his
medium forward, often through various forms of playful transgression. Combined with
his insistent and conceptually adventurous emphasis on composition, this idiosyncratic
combination of commitments was a precondition for Coburn’s photographic
abstraction—and the particular form that it took in the Vortographs.
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CHAPTER 2
The Vortographs: Creation, Reconstruction, and Visual Perception
In order to better examine Alvin Langdon Coburn’s creation of his abstract
Vortographs in 1916 and 1917, it may be helpful to consider some aspects of
photography that were already evident upon the invention of the medium three quarters
of a century earlier. So, let’s begin again with William Henry Fox Talbot. In early
February 1839, just after Louis Daguerre had revealed his own photographic process to
the public in January, the English scientist publicly announced his own “photogenic
drawing” technology. “It is not the artist who makes the picture,” he wrote, “but the
picture which makes itself. All that the artist does is to dispose the apparatus before the
object whose image he requires…. The agent in this operation is solar light.”207 The
authorship of these new pictures did not properly belong to human beings, Talbot argued,
and he fittingly titled the world’s first published book of photographs The Pencil of
Nature. Nearly one hundred years later, Walter Benjamin similarly observed that camera
operators are often given far too much credit. “[T]he most precise technology,” he wrote,
“can give its products a magical value, such as a painted picture can never again have for
us. No matter how artful the photographer, no matter how carefully posed his subject, the
beholder feels an irresistible urge to search such a picture for the tiny spark of
contingency, of the here and now.” Benjamin described the incidental details of a
photograph, overlooked and not intended by the photographer but arresting to a viewer,
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as products of an “optical unconscious.”208 Though his language is updated to be more
Freudian and less Victorian, Benjamin paralleled Talbot in concluding that photographs
exceed the intentions and operations of their creators. Decades thereafter, the
photographer Jeff Wall would describe the “infinitesimal metamorphoses of quality” in
natural forms that might be placed before a camera—the texture of stone, the granulation
of soil, and most of all the nameless shapes of moving liquids. In marveling at
photography’s ability to capture these almost indescribably dense phenomena with
corresponding detail, he found “a confrontation of what you might call the ‘liquid
intelligence’ of nature with the glassed-in and relatively ‘dry’ character of the institution
of photography.… [dry] modern vision has been separated to a great extent from the
sense of immersion in the incalculable which I associate with ‘liquid intelligence.’” As
Wall sees it, photography has its own “liquid intelligence,” a special capacity to bridge
the gap and remind us of nature’s limitless power to exceed human understanding.209
And, more recently, Kaja Silverman has surveyed these and many other texts from across
the history of the medium to conclude that photography is “the world’s primary way of
revealing itself to us—of demonstrating that it exists, and that it will forever exceed us.
Photography is also an ontological calling card: it helps us to see that each of us is a node
in a vast constellation of analogies… authorless and untranscendable similarities that
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structure Being, or what I will be calling ‘the world,’ and that give everything the same
ontological weight.”210
Silverman’s book The Miracle of Analogy offers a far more thorough tracing of
these ideas than the whirlwind tour that I have just provided. What I want to stress here,
however, is an idea whose long development stretches all the way back to the origins of
photography: In a very real way, the photographic process knows things that its
practitioners and audiences do not. Whether this intelligence derives from sunlight, the
unconscious, the liquid infinitude of nature, or the very vastness of Being, it has revealed
itself to generations of sensitive observers.
The present chapter, although built on this philosophical foundation, is about the
making of things. Its goal is to explain exactly how Alvin Langdon Coburn created his
Vortographs. Still, there is some audacity even in this ambition, for the Vortographs have
heretofore eluded explanation. Coburn, who unveiled his radical new work in 1917 while
keeping the process behind it a secret, would have been proud to know that he had
warded off generations of otherwise tenacious researchers. The eminent scholar of the
Vorticist movement Richard Cork, after conducting a careful examination of the
Vortographs, declared conclusively that “these compositions defy all efforts to identify
Coburn’s subjects, juggling as they do with one image and its reflection, setting the
whole complex of glinting shapes to float in an ingeniously undefined spatial area.”211
Subsequent scholars have declined even to venture explanations of either the crystalline
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abstractions that Coburn first debuted [figs. 1–10] or the abstracted portraits of Ezra
Pound that he only revealed in later publications [figs. 18–24]. Most have followed
Cork’s lead, moving on to other questions while declaring or implying that the problem is
simply too complicated to tackle.
However, it is possible to decode Coburn and confound Cork, if one does not
simply ponder Coburn’s intricate compositions, but recreates them anew. Wall identified
“a logical relation, a relation of necessity,” between the infinite liquidity of nature and the
chemical liquidity of the photographic medium required to represent it. Likewise, there is
a logical necessity to my approach: The Vortographs were born of crystals and mirrors
and photography, and only the same materials can lend a full understanding of the
pictures. As Cork noted, merely looking at the images is insufficient; human vision lacks
the necessary “intelligence,” to use Wall’s term. However, crystals, mirrors, cameras, and
photographs determine their own interrelations instantaneously, and with sufficient work
and play, genuine connections between these tools and Coburn’s pictures can be coaxed
into view. To accomplish this, I partnered with Gregory Vershbow, a photographer and
artist with a longstanding interest in investigating historical photographic processes, and
(I must say) a very kind willingness to volunteer some of his time out of curiosity about
my research and Coburn’s abstract pictures.
As this chapter shows, our work could not have been completed successfully
without support from additional evidence external to it. While I have previously cast a
very broad net to explain Coburn’s general commitments in photography, the task at hand
will require scrutinizing a more specific base of materials—ancillary pictures,
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correspondence, contemporaneous publications, more recent scholarship, etc. Coburn’s
process is (in Silverman’s terms) just one “node in a vast constellation.” It is immediately
tied to his conception of photography as an artistic medium, to the exigencies of making
art during World War I, and, of course, to the final appearance of his pictures and the
visual effects they provide. By charting this immediate cluster of factors, I hope to make
it possible to trace an even larger constellation around the Vortographs. The borders of
such a formation are perhaps limitless, and pinpointing any node quickly suggests paths
onward to its neighbors.

Existing Descriptions of the “Vortographic” Process (and Ezra Pound’s role)
Not long after Coburn and Pound had begun to produce abstract photographs in
1916, the poet wrote to his friend and patron John Quinn about this new direction, adding
the note of caution quoted earlier: “Coburn dont [sic] want much talk about it until he has
had his first show.”212 True to this statement, the photographer and the poet both kept
quiet. Even when Coburn did have his first exhibition of Vortography, neither Pound’s
catalogue essay nor Coburn’s postscript revealed the methods behind the abstract prints
on view. If the techniques were documented at that time, it is quite likely that such
records were lost when (as noted above) Coburn later culled his own archives, destroying
over fifteen thousand negatives along with countless other files.213 Despite this deficiency
of information, it is sensible to begin the investigation into how the baffling imagery of
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the Vortographs was made with those scarce primary documents that have survived.
These, together with several scholars’ later analyses and inferences, help to define the
scope of possibilities for the Vortographic process.
Given Pound’s desire to maintain his position on the leading edge of British
culture, and because of his frequently fierce and even vicious public persona, it is perhaps
surprising that the earliest surviving written description of Vortography came not in an
energetic message to a fellow rebel artist, but in a friendly letter from the poet to his
father.214 Dated September 22, 1916, it reads in full:
Dear Dad: Coburn and I have invented vortography. I haven’t yet seen the results.
He will bring them in tomorrow morning. They looked darn well on the ground
glass, and he says the results are O.K.
The idea is that one no longer need photograph what is in front of the
camera, but that one can use one’s element of design; i.e. take the elements of
design from what is in front of the camera, shut out what you don’t want, twist the
“elements” onto the part of the plate where you want ‘em, and then fire. I think
we are in for some lark. AND the possibilities are seemingly unlimited. The
apparatus is a bit heavy at present, but I think we can lighten up in time.215
This short, first description already provides diverse evidence. Its date roughly
establishes the beginning of Coburn’s engagement with Vortography, which must have
lasted at least from September 1916 through his exhibition at the Camera Club in London
the following February. Since Pound mentions that Coburn had not yet shared prints of
any of the resulting images by the time he wrote the letter, September 22 is likely very
214
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close to the start of the project.216 The letter’s opening line shows that Pound, at least
initially, considered the project to be the joint “invention” of the two expatriate
Americans. That Pound referred to the work as “vortography” also shows that he already
viewed it as part of the broader Vorticist movement, and suggests that he and Coburn had
already settled on a name for the work. (In a 1960 letter to Helmut Gernsheim, Coburn
credited Pound with devising the names “Vortoscope” and “Vortograph.”)217 Pound’s
remark about the images looking “darn well on the ground glass” demonstrates that,
unlike so many later approaches to abstract photography that depend upon long exposures
216
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and moving elements, or techniques that rely on direct light and chemical action in the
absence of a camera, the first Vortographs were visible on the typical sort of ground-glass
viewing plate used to set up ordinary photographs with a view camera.218 As a
Vortograph was composed, the results of any alterations could be seen in real time, and
as such they could be conscientiously adjusted, arranged, made to fill space—akin to so
much of Coburn’s earlier work in more conventional photography.219 Pound’s invocation
of “one’s element of design” indeed confirms that the duo had composition in mind while
conceiving their methods for abstraction. And, insofar as “the idea” was that “one no
longer need photograph what is in front of the camera,” they certainly set out with
abstraction as an explicit goal and did not stumble into it. Pound describes the
experiments as “some lark,” but it is not clear whether he took the undertaking lightly or
if this choice of words resulted from exuberance and an adventurous avant-garde
mindset; a keenness to test new possibilities and overturn old conventions. Finally, there
is Pound’s last line about an “apparatus,” which implies that Vortography consisted of
images made with a single but potentially changeable and versatile contraption. It is not
clear whether the “elements” that one could “twist” to form a composition were parts of
this apparatus or separate, moveable objects in front of the camera.
218
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Pound’s description of viewing images “on the ground glass” merits further
analysis. Since the poet both describes inventing Vortography and seeing real-time
images in the same letter, it is likely that the first Vortographs were abstractions and not
Coburn’s abstracted portraits of Pound, who could not possibly have posed for these
images and observed them through the camera at the same time [figs. 18–23]. This raises
three possibilities: (1) that Pound and Coburn created at least some non-portrait
Vortographs before making the abstracted portraits, and that they had not yet tried to
make portraits at the time of Pound’s letter; (2) that the portraits were created well before
Pound’s letter, so early that they predated the term “Vortography,” and that when writing
to his father, Pound had not yet come to consider them Vortographs; or (3) that the
portraits were made around the same time as the first non-portrait Vortographs, and that,
by the time of the letter, the two men had taken turns both posing for and observing the
images (there are at least two surviving negatives of abstracted portraits of Coburn [figs.
93, 94], and these might have been the first Vortographs that Pound saw). Since Pound
mentioned to his father that the Vortographs no longer dealt with “what is in front of the
camera,” it seems unlikely that the pictures he intended to describe were portraits (even
of an abstracted sort), making the third of these hypotheses less likely than the others.
In reconstructing the invention of Vortography, it is useful to note the labeling of
the surviving negatives for both the crystal and portrait Vortographs, which are stored at
the George Eastman Museum in individual envelopes with handwritten identifications.
The negatives of the simpler abstract portraits of Pound are labeled “Pound (Cubist
Manner);” those of abstract Vortographs are inscribed “Vortographs II;” and the more

114
intricately patterned images of Pound’s silhouette [figs. 23, 24] are marked “Vortographs
III (Ezra).” No surviving envelopes are labeled “Vortographs I.”220 Insofar as the simpler
portraits of Pound are not labeled as Vortographs yet seem to be the only candidates that
might occupy the first position in this series of groups, it appears that the artists did not
originally conceive of these as Vortographs, but later adopted them into the broader
project. This tends to support the second hypothesis offered above, but a conclusive
determination will require further consideration. Indeed, the evidence provided by these
envelope labels must be treated with a significant degree of caution. The current
envelopes are in fact acid-free replacements of the originals, which the Eastman Museum
swapped to preserve Coburn’s negatives more securely. While the new envelopes were
marked to match their predecessors, the original envelopes are now lost and were likely
discarded when the negatives were cataloged during the 1970s.221 It is thus impossible to
be certain whether it was Coburn who first organized the negatives and established their
groupings, or if the arrangement was conceived by someone less authoritative. I will
continue to refer to these works by their envelope labels because it is helpful to have
stable terms to distinguish between the different sorts of Vortographs, and these are
closer to legitimate than anything else that is available. Still, the terms themselves should
not be seen as definitive. Given this uncertainty, the question of which Vortographs came
first must be taken up again, after additional information has been marshaled.

220

I first became aware of these envelopes thanks to Mark Antliff’s through research.
Antliff, “Alvin Langdon Coburn Among the Vorticists,” 584.
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Emails to the author from Ross Knapper and Rachel Andrews, Collection Manager
and Assistant Collection Manager at George Eastman Museum, August 2019.
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Pound’s next documented statement about the Vortographs came on October 13
in a letter to John Quinn, a lawyer and art collector from New York who helped organize
the famous 1913 International Exhibition of Modern Art (also known as the “Armory
Show”). Pound now named the apparatus rather than the process: “Dont [sic] know that
there is much to report save that Coburn and I have invented the vortescope, a simple
device which frees the camera from reality and lets one take Picassos direct from
nature.”222 The word “vortescope” (more commonly spelled “Vortoscope”) suggests an
instrument for seeing in a Vorticist manner.223 Pound promised that, although this new
device might be pointed at real scenes, it allowed its user to replace reality with
abstraction. At a very early moment in the history of abstract photography, Pound thus
introduced a tense question that has remained ever since: Can photography truly be
depart from reality, or must it remain tethered to the recognizable visual world, the
inevitable source of its images? Pound’s invocation of Picasso seems to conflate Cubism
(which begins in reality and retains traces of it) and fully non-representational abstraction
(which “frees the camera from reality”), without acknowledging the difference. But that
difference would not disappear. I take up this question in greater detail in this project’s
conclusion.
Pound’s description of the Vortoscope as “simple,” given the variety and
complexity of the Vortographs, suggests that the device or the processes in which it was
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Letter from Pound to Quinn, 1 October 1916, in Selected Letters of Ezra Pound to
John Quinn, 88.
223
Pound spelled the device’s name “vortescope” in his letters and in his catalogue essay
for Coburn’s show at the Camera Club, but the name is given as “Vortoscope” in
Coburn’s 1966 autobiography. Historians have followed the latter convention.
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used were relatively uncomplicated at first but became more elaborate over time. Indeed,
he went on (as previously quoted) to describe an iterative process: “First apparatus
clumsy, second one rather lighter,. [sic] Coburn dont [sic] want much talk about it until
he has had his first show.”224 Here, despite having claimed a position as co-inventor just a
few lines earlier, Pound begins to cede credit to Coburn—it will not be “our” first show,
but rather “his.” Whoever was responsible, the process and device were changing, and
both men kept these developments largely a secret. Pound concluded the letter with
enthusiasm: “At any rate its a dam'd sight more interesting than photography. It would be
perfectly possible to pretend that we'd discovered a new painter, only one's not in that
line.”225
However, four months later, when Pound wrote to Quinn on January 24, 1917, his
enthusiasm had faded. He described the Vortoscope again, but this time as “an
attachment to enable a photographer to do sham Picassos. That sarcastic definition
probably covers the ground,” adding that “The vortographs are perhaps as interesting as
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Letter from Pound to Quinn, 1 October 1916, in Selected Letters of Ezra Pound to
John Quinn, 88. For brevity’s sake I have not reproduced brief portions of Pound’s
discussion that repeat ideas expressed in the earlier letter to his father. The letter to Quinn
also includes the line “Coburn has got a few beautiful things already, and we'll have a
show sometime or other.” Like the other passages I have discussed, this offers a confused
sense of ownership—Coburn is said to have produced the “beautiful things” himself, but
a future exhibition is proposed as a joint venture. Since the Camera Club show ultimately
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Letter from Pound to Quinn, 1 October 1916, in Selected Letters of Ezra Pound to
John Quinn, 88.
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Wadsworth’s woodcuts, perhaps not quite as interesting.”226 (The titles of Edward
Wadsworth’s woodcuts from this period often cause his image to vacillate between
abstraction and representation, like the photographs of George Seeley. Stylistically, the
woodcuts are blocky and Cubist-influenced [figs. 95, 96].) Because Pound did not
mention Coburn in his other letters between October and January, as his attitude cooled,
it is unclear what precipitated this change. But change he did. Echoing David Brewster’s
1858 suggestion that kaleidoscopic photography should serve secondary purposes, Pound
proposed that the Vortoscope “ought to save a lot of waste experiment on plane
compositions,” thus describing abstract photography as subservient to abstraction in other
media. He did allow that Vortography was “as good as the bad imitators—[Lawrence]
Atkinson, and possibly some [Francis] Picabia—and might serve to finish them off,
leaving [Wyndham] Lewis and Picasso more clearly defined.” Indeed, Pound’s interest in
the Vortographs had become primarily self-serving. During a wartime downturn, he
hoped that “At any rate, it will serve to upset the muckers who are already crowing about
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Letter from Ezra Pound to John Quinn, 24 January 1917, in The Letters of Ezra
Pound, 1907–1941, edited by D.D. Paige (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Company,
1950), 104. This passage begins “The vortescope isn’t a cinema,” suggesting that Quinn
(assumedly in a response that is not presently available) had shown himself to be
mistaken about the nature of Vortography, and that Pound wanted to provide a
clarification. Perhaps Quinn was confused simply because Pound’s earlier letter
mentioned a “camera” but did not specify that the Vortoscope’s purpose was to record
still images rather than motion pictures. Or, to offer a more specific hypothesis, perhaps
Quinn’s error arose because he assumed that the Vortoscope was similar to a variety of
contemporaneous motion picture viewing devices including the Vitascope and the
Kinetoscope, whose names share the same suffix. In the sense that these other devices
exist for viewing in itself, rather than for the creation of images that are viewed
separately, they indeed fit the “scope” suffix with stricter literal correctness.
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the death of vorticism.”227 With Lewis (in the army), Wadsworth (in the navy), Henri
Gaudier-Brzeska (killed on the front lines in France) and many others unavailable, Pound
was willing to promote Vorticism via Vortography, although he deemed the latter to be a
low-ranking art form within the former.
Pound’s January 1917 letter also provided more information on the Vortoscope.
For the first time, he described it as an “attachment,” suggesting that it was fixed to the
lens of a camera or to a camera itself. He also claimed that it “will manage any
arrangement of purely abstract forms. The present machine happens to be rectilinear, but
I can make one that will do any sort of curve, quite easily.”228 This passage and
particularly its concluding boast (Pound says “I can make” and not “we”) suggests that
Pound’s understanding of the Vortoscope was imprecise. The Vortographs vary a great
deal, but that hardly indicates that “any arrangement” was within reach. Jumping ahead
slightly, insofar as the Vortoscope depended upon mirrors, and that flexible mirrors
would have been difficult if not impossible to come by in 1917, Vortography could not
achieve “any sort of curve,” as Pound claimed. Convex and concave mirrors might have
allowed for some possibilities along these lines, but not an unlimited and totally
adjustable variety. Even confining considerations to rectilinear possibilities, Vortography
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Letter from Pound to Quinn, 24 January 1917, in Letters of Ezra Pound, 1907–1941,
104–105.
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Letter from Pound to Quinn, 24 January 1917, in Letters of Ezra Pound, 1907–1941,
105. In light of his earlier vacillation between describing the Vortographs as either Cubist
or fully divorced from familiar visual reality, it is telling that Pound uses the very
declarative phrase “purely abstract” here. The recognizable crystalline forms in the
Vortographs have led some later commentators (including Anne McCauley) to describe
them as not entirely abstract, but it seems that Pound did not share this view. McCauley,
“Witch Work: Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 166.
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seems to have had its limits. Among the existing Vortographs there is no imagery
resembling, say, the controlled dispersal of individually autonomous geometric shapes as
found in paintings by Piet Mondrian or Kazimir Malevich. Pound’s significant overreach
in this description suggests that it was Coburn’s superior understanding of mirrors and
cameras that was crucial in creating the Vortographs. While there is no direct proof that
Coburn was especially adept in working with mirrors, the Vortographs’ complexity and
innovation likely depended upon a solid understanding of the processes that created them,
and it seems that this understanding did not belong to Pound. Coburn was at least better
equipped than Pound to undertake the challenging work of composing the Vortographs.
Images appearing on the ground glass viewer of a view camera are (like the images in a
camera obscura) laterally reversed and vertically inverted, and are thus potentially
difficult to work with. The photographer would have been better practiced than the poet
in compensating for this disorientation.
Pound did not mention mirrors in these letters, and in his own contemporaneous
letters and essays, as well as in the catalogue for the Vortographs’ debut exhibition,
Coburn said nothing at all about the techniques involved in his abstract photography.229
But, thirty years later, the photographer finally provided information about this topic. In
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Since Coburn’s letters to Max Weber are elsewhere a critical primary source, it is
worth noting that Coburn did write to Weber about the Vortographs, but other than
voicing his general excitement over the new project he said very little about them.
Indeed, his first letter to Weber mentioning the new work (dated November 9, 1916) says
little about the images and far more about a meal at a Chinese restaurant—Coburn
apparently loved going out for Chinese food with Weber and frequently pined for the
chance to do so again while the two friends were separated by the Atlantic Ocean. See a
later footnote, number 474, for more detail on this topic. Letter from Coburn to Weber, 9
November 1916, AAA microfilm, 460.
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the interim he had moved to the Welsh countryside, abandoned photography almost
entirely, and committed himself to religious mysticism. Only when historians of
photography (including Beaumont and Nancy Newhall and Helmut and Alison
Gernsheim) contacted Coburn did he begin to record the history of his prior career. On
April 11, 1947, he explained the making of the Vortographs in a letter, responding to
questions from Beaumont Newhall:
The Vortographs were made with three mirrors clamped together in a triangle,
into which the lens of the camera was projected, and through which various
objects (bits of crystal and wood on a table with a glass top) were photographed.
The principle was similar to the old kaleidoscope.… I greatly enjoyed making
these Vortographs, for the patterns amazed and fascinated me! There was, at that
time (1917) a notion that the camera could not be ‘abstract’ and I was out to
disprove this. I think I successfully did so!230
Coburn offered a wealth of information regarding the materials involved in Vortography,
and about the nature of the Vortoscope. Insofar as the mirrors he described formed a
triangle “into which the lens of the camera was projected,” it seems safe to assume that
Coburn was referring to a three-sided tube of mirrors, which would be quite similar
indeed to the internal structure of “the old kaleidoscope.” The open ends of the triangular
tube would have needed to be as large as a camera lens, but Coburn otherwise leaves the
device’s dimensions unspecified. It is not clear if the word “projected” means that there
was enough room for the lens to be moved and angled within the tube, or if the tube fit
snugly around the lens—Pound’s earlier description of the Vortoscope as an
“attachment” seems to favor the latter possibility, but his report that the Vortoscope was
adjustable points away from such a physically restrictive setup. Coburn also described the
230

Letter from Alvin Langdon Coburn to Beaumont Newhall, 11 April 1947, in
Photography: Essays & Images, 204.
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objects photographed through this apparatus: “bits of crystal and wood on a table with a
glass top.”
In another letter from this later period, written to Helmut Gernsheim in 1960,
Coburn reiterated many of the claims that he made in his earlier statement to Newhall,
but with this notable added detail: “With abstract pictures, if they are a good pattern it
does not see [sic] to me to greatly matter if they are reversed, or which way is the top!”231
This helps to explain why none of the Vortographs is known to have a canonical
orientation and why Coburn sometimes made reversed prints of the same image [e.g. figs.
2, 97]. This makes the pictures more difficult to assess. Aesthetic appraisals of the images
must either account for their many possible orientations or be applicable to any
positioning. Perhaps more confounding still, investigations of Vortographic technique
must proceed despite the fact that the absence of set orientation makes it difficult to
confirm the images’ relationship to gravity.
Coburn’s most widely-cited statement about the Vortoscope came in his 1966
autobiography. He begins boldly: “I did not see why my own medium should lag behind
modern art trends, so I aspired to make abstract pictures with the camera.” He then
repeats a number of descriptive details found in the earlier letters—the Vortoscope was a

231

Coburn to Gernsheim, 29 November 1960, quoted in Normand, “Alvin Langdon
Coburn and the Vortographs,” 85. This statement is consistent with Coburn’s 1916 essay
on abstract photography, in which he wrote “Think of the joy of doing something which
it would be impossible to classify, or to tell which was the top and which the bottom!”
Insofar as the 1916 essay did not mention the Vortographs and only discussed abstract
photography in general terms, the 1960 letter is more definitive when it comes to the
Vortographs themselves, but the consistency of the two statements confirms that
Coburn’s view on this matter most likely did not change over the intervening years.
Coburn, “The Future of Pictorial Photography” (1916), 23.
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triangular arrangement of three mirrors resembling a kaleidoscope, it was adjustable “at
will,” etc. But the autobiography also contains a number of statements that seem
erroneous, or at least incomplete. Most prominently, Coburn claims that he “gave my
original Vortoscope to the Royal Photographic Society, where I have no doubt it is still
preserved.”232 Despite Coburn’s confidence, in a 2014 catalogue essay, Pamela Glasson
Roberts dashed any hope of finding such a decisive piece of evidence: “no such item was
listed as part of his donation [to the Royal Photographic Society] or ever found since.”233
Coburn also strangely describes the device’s three mirrors acting “as a prism splitting the
image formed by the lens into segments.” Insofar as the reflection of light by mirrors and
the splitting of light by prisms are very different, this seems to be either a confusion of
vocabulary or a muddled metaphor. Finally, Coburn claims that “It was in January 1917
that I created these first purely abstract photographs,” which conflicts with the
chronology established by Pound’s September 1916 letter, with its enthusiastic
declaration that “one no longer need photograph what is in front of the camera.”
However, Coburn also reports that he “devised the Vortoscope late in 1916,” so it is
possible that he meant to suggest that the first genuinely abstract or otherwise fully
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Coburn, Alvin Langdon Coburn: Photographer, An Autobiography (1966), 102.
Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 60. Lionel Kelly, cited by Kimberly Kyle
Howey as a “Coburn expert,” notes that the photographer was “usually reliable in his
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Vortoscope might really have been donated to the Royal Photographic Society. Kelly
additionally speculates that “As a fragile object whose significance was probably not
fully understood by whoever received it many years ago, I suspect that it was simply
broken at some point in time, and then thrown away.” In any case, the Royal
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1922,” PhD dissertation (University College London, 2009), 276.
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realized Vortographs only came about in January, some months after the device was
constructed. Regardless, the timeline that he presents is unclear.234
A final statement by Coburn about the creation of the Vortographs was recorded
by William Wees, who aimed to settle some questions about Ezra Pound’s activities as a
Vorticist and was shrewd enough to get in touch with the poet’s former collaborator,
publishing his account of the resulting exchange in a 1965 article:
And finally, one minor point of fact: Pound was not as instrumental in producing
vortographs as his letter to John Quinn had led me… to believe. According to
Alvin Langdon Coburn, with whom I talked last summer, the original idea for
making abstract photographs and the actual means of producing them
(photographing reflected images in mirrors joined at varying angles) came from
Coburn. Pound simply encouraged Coburn to work on abstract photographs and
suggested he call them “vortographs.”235
By that time, Coburn was aware that the Vortographs had been identified by historians as
significantly innovative work, and so it is not surprising that he would aim to take as
much credit for them as possible. Wees was probably too willing to accept the artist’s
word in this regard.236 Still, this passage reinforces the proposition that Pound was less
responsible than Coburn for the creation of the Vortographs. Given this report and the

234

Coburn, Alvin Langdon Coburn: Photographer, An Autobiography (1966), 102–104.
William C. Wees, “Pound’s Vorticism: Some New Evidence and Further Comments,”
Wisconsin Studies in Contemporary Literature, vol. 7, no. 2 (Summer 1966): 215. Wees
wrote the article in which this passage appears in response to William Lipke and Bernard
Rozran’s critical response to an initial article by Wees on Pound. See: Lipke and Rozran,
“Ezra Pound and Vorticism: A Polite Blast,” Wisconsin Studies in Contemporary
Literature, vol. 7, no. 2 (Summer, 1966): 201–210; and Wees, “Ezra Pound as a
Vorticist,” 56–72.
236
In correspondence with Helmut Gernsheim in 1960, Coburn was indeed pleased to be
recognized as the first creator of abstract photography. See: Coburn to Gernsheim, 29
November 1960, quoted in Normand, “Alvin Langdon Coburn and the Vortographs,” 85–
86.
235

124
fact that Pound ultimately renounced the Vortographs (in a 1917 catalogue essay on them
that will be discussed later), Coburn should be identified as their inventor.
Buried parenthetically in Wees’s discussion of his conversation with Coburn is
one important additional descriptive detail: that the Vortographs resulted from “mirrors
joined at varying angles,” which therefore would not have been fixed into a triangle. This
fragment is part of Wees’s secondhand summary, and it conflicts with some earlier
statements by Pound and Coburn, but it also expands the range of possible explanations
for the Vortographs in a way that seems to match the two artists’ interest in adjustability,
and which could help to explain the variety of compositions that can be found in the
Vortographs.
Coburn died in November 1966, closing the primary record on the Vortographs
without having left a clear account of how his abstract pictures were made, or of the
nature of the device or devices used in their creation. It has subsequently fallen on
scholars of art history and photography to provide a fuller explanation of Vortography.
Most have largely dodged or failed to recognize this responsibility and have simply
quoted Coburn or Pound’s statements as definitive. Efforts to do more than this have
often lacked thoroughness and have been uncoordinated, with each successive author
largely ignoring the others.
Arranged topically (rather than chronologically) scholars have proposed these
explanations of Coburn’s work: Frank DiFederico suggested that Coburn made both the
portraits of Pound and the non-representational Vortographs with the same device, that
some of the portrait images might have been the result of multiple printing, and that the
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portraits were less “sophisticated” and likely made first, but he offered little or no
evidence for these claims.237 Mike Weaver flatly stated that some of the portraits of
Pound were created not with multiple printing but rather by making multiple exposures
on the same negative, but he too failed to support his claim with evidence or analysis of
the pictures themselves.238 Tom Normand contributed the hypothesis that Coburn used a
Pinkham and Smith soft-focus lens in shooting the Vortographs, resulting in their
“diffuse and feathered” forms.239 Pamela Glasson Roberts added a curious qualifier in her
description of Coburn’s “photographs taken using—he claimed—a kaleidoscopic mirror
arrangement” but did not specifically describe her suspicions or her reasoning behind
them.240 Richard Cork noted that “the Curator of the Royal Photographic Society’s
Museum imagined that the mirrors were hinged, and ‘supported in some way between the
lens and the sitter.’” Beginning with Cork, numerous scholars have also claimed that the
Vortoscope (or at least its first iteration) was made with shaving mirrors owned by
Pound, fastened together either whole or broken into shards.241 Kimberly Kyle Howey,
however, helpfully notes that she could find no primary source for this apparently
apocryphal claim, and I have been likewise unable to locate one.242 In an appendix to her
dissertation on Pound, Howey compiled an overview of source material regarding the
Vortoscope, including an imaginative suggestion by Brian Liddy (a researcher in the
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photo studio at the British National Museum of Photography, Film and Television) that
“Coburn would then place [the Vortoscope] over a photographic print, and point his
camera down into the mirrors and take another photograph, and that would be a
Vortograph. But it’s only a notion—no one really knows for sure.”243
Lastly, in a 2013 essay, Anne McCauley provides the most attentive reading to
date of the evidence on Vortography. She recognizes the importance of Pound’s
comments about seeing images on a ground glass viewer and how such an arrangement
would have allowed for compositional control. She suggests that Coburn used “larger and
fewer mirrors,” positioned close to the lens, for his portraits of Pound. She looks closely
at the objects that are distorted but nevertheless visible in the Vortographs, and she
doubts Coburn’s statement that any of these were wooden and contends that they are
glass rods and mechanically cut crystals, possibly in the shapes of the five Platonic solids
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Howey, “Ezra Pound and the Rhetoric of Science,” 276. Understanding the multi-step
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(tetrahedron, cube, octahedron, dodecahedron, and icosahedron).244 McCauley also
describes the Vortoscope as a triangular tube of mirrors, but smartly proposes that “Only
a segment of the images reflected in the viewing tube is selected, so that the deadening
mandala of circular kaleidoscopic images is never present: the geometric regularity that
mirrors normally create is disguised, and what is being photographed remains
mysterious.”245 This would indeed help to explain the fact that no Vortograph is strictly
symmetrical, as a typical kaleidoscopic image would be. Unfortunately, however,
McCauley never explains exactly how these segments might have been “selected,” or
how one might be sure that each Vortographic image was in fact chosen out of some
particular and fixed range of possibilities, and not created from scratch on an individual
basis.
This survey of the existing primary documents and secondary literature related
Vortography hardly settles the details of Coburn’s process. Simply put, none of the
sources cited above fully accounts for the breadth of intricacy and diversity visible in the
Vortographs, nor does any fully explain exactly how Coburn deployed his tools for
abstraction in front of the camera. Still, these texts do provide a range of credible starting
points—mirrors, crystals, real-time viewing, and adjustability; perhaps a triangular tube
of three mirrors, bits of wood, a glass tabletop, and a device functioning as an attachment;
and maybe even hinges, multiple exposures, multiple printing, and the re-photographing
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of existing prints. This array of possibilities provides a sense of what Vortography might
have been.

Abstract Photography in Wartime (and where the Vortographs were made)
H.G. Wells famously described the First World War as “The War that Will End
War.”246 Although he counted Wells as a friend, collaborator, supporter, and one of his
Men of Mark, Coburn was not so optimistic.247 Archduke Franz Ferdinand was
assassinated on June 28, 1914, Austria-Hungary declared war against Serbia a month
later, Germany declared war against France on August 3 and invaded Belgium on the
fourth, Britain declared war against Germany on the fifth, and by August 19 Coburn had
written a letter from his home in London to Max Weber describing “This brutal,
unnecessary, criminally foolish war.”248 The conflict expanded with frightening
swiftness, but it did not take Coburn long to form this apt opinion.
The United States eventually entered the fighting in April 1917, and while Coburn
dutifully registered for the U.S. Army at a London office, a medical examination showed
him to be unfit for service because of diabetes, which had been diagnosed years earlier.249
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But the war impacted everyone in Europe, including those not directly involved in
combat. Just over a month into the hostilities Coburn reported to Weber that “The war
has disorganized everything over here.”250 His subsequent letters describe the
disappearance of various possibilities for publications because paper was in short supply
and “Only very cheap books cursing Germany find a market.”251 The ocean was “infested
with war ships,” making transatlantic travel all but unthinkable.252 The threat of aerial
bombing put a stop to nearly all activity after dark, and had everyone in London on
edge—“When ever a motor car backfires everyone looks up in the air!”253 Scholars have
suggested that these disruptions made lasting impacts on Coburn. The outbreak of
seemingly pointless violence sparked in him a new search for meaning that accelerated
his interest in mysticism, while the impossibility of voyaging to America during this
formative moment likely sealed his decision to remain in the United Kingdom for the rest
of his life. Pamela Glasson Roberts weaves these issues together convincingly:
[F]rom 1917 onwards he spent most of the summer months, and eventually the
whole year, in the rural refuge and bohemian arts community in Harlech, in North
Wales, seeking peace and spiritual regeneration: initially to escape potential
devastation in London during World War I but eventually because rural seclusion
and contemplation, rather than city bustle, provided the life he wanted, and also
needed, for health reasons.254
Although he continued working as a photographer into the 1920s and did not begin
residing in Wales year-round until 1930, the war forced Coburn to find alternatives to life
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as a career-oriented city dweller, and he ultimately found these new arrangements to be
more satisfactory, even in peacetime.
But in addition to having these broad effects on Coburn’s life, the war gave rise to
a new and very practical concern for every photographer working in Britain. In another
letter to Weber, dated October 20, 1914, Coburn described it succinctly: “I have done
very little photographic work as the camera in war time is looked upon with
suspicion.”255 In fact, if E.E. Briscoe’s cartoon published in a June 1915 issue of Punch
magazine and titled So Vast is Art, So Narrow Human Wit is any indication, artists of all
stripes had reason to fear being charged with espionage [fig. 98].256 In Briscoe’s farce it
seems that any work made outdoors, even an abstract painting by a “Cubist Artist,” could
fall under suspicion. His caricatured local constable has no interest in the picture as an
“emotional impression” and grips its painter by the collar, insisting “D’yer think I don’t
know a bloomin’ plan when I sees one?” While Briscoe’s cartoon may seem to
exaggerate in terms of enforcement, his portrayal of British law is accurate. His use of the
word “plan” seems to derive from Britain’s Official Secrets Act of 1911, which identified
“plans” as a class of illegal images and left a great deal of leeway in how they could be
defined. While conviction under the Act required the prosecution to demonstrate “a
purpose prejudicial to the safety or interests of the State,” an investigation could be
triggered by the creation or possession of “any sketch, plan, model, or note which is
255
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calculated to be or might be or is intended to be directly or indirectly useful to an
enemy.” The variety of items that might be indirectly useful to a wartime adversary
seems extremely broad indeed. The act also cast suspicion on anyone who “approaches or
is in the neighbourhood of, or enters any prohibited place within the meaning of this
Act,” while defining “prohibited place” so expansively as to encompass “any railway,
road, way, or channel, or other means of communication by land or water… or any place
used for gas, water, or electricity works or other works for purposes of a public
character.” It seems fair to wonder if any location was not “in the neighbourhood of” a
“prohibited place.”257
Making matters even worse for artists were the sort of “very cheap books cursing
Germany” that Coburn mentioned in his letters. These described spycraft (a sensational
and marketable subject, to be sure) in lurid detail. One of the authors of these books,
Robert Baden-Powell, was a former Army Lieutenant-General (and also the founder of
the Boy Scouts). He thus provided something of an official source for discussion of the
specific advantages that spies gained by posing as artists, including the opportunity to
hide information in seemingly innocuous images. Baden-Powell’s My Adventures as a
Spy includes an illustration showing how the profile view of a fort could be concealed
among the veins of a sketched leaf [fig. 99].258 Similar examples made their way into the
popular press [fig. 100], and given such impressive possibilities for subterfuge and the
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breadth of the Official Secrets Act, perhaps Briscoe’s Cubist painter would have seemed
a reasonable suspect after all.259 While over the course of the war only one artist was
actually convicted under Britain’s anti-spying laws, far more significant was public
concern, which reached a level broadly dubbed “spy mania.”260 In the conflict’s first
month alone, civilians reported to the authorities over 9,000 artists whom they suspected
of espionage. The overwhelming majority of these tips were unfounded, but many artists
were nevertheless harassed, arrested, or placed under surveillance.261
Photographers might not have possessed the fine pictorial control necessary to
hide clandestine information in their images as painters or illustrators could do, but with
their conspicuous equipment and obvious ability to make highly detailed recordings they
attracted their own measure of unwanted attention. Reports in London newspapers from
the early stages of the war suggest that suspicion initially focused on foreign nationals
who were found in possession of photographic paraphernalia, resulting in the arrest or
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fining of several Germans and Austrians.262 A particularly colorful account in the
November 13, 1914 issue of The London Evening News featured an unnamed vigilante
who had begun to patrol the coast in Kent after a fellow resident became suspicious of
Germans in the area. When the self-appointed patrolman’s concerns were brushed off by
the local police, he alerted the military authorities in London who subsequently arrested
eight people “found in possession of cameras, carrier pigeons, and other forbidden
articles.”263
Eventually the combination of official enforcement of restrictions and unofficial
harassment affected British photographers as well. One professional who signed a March
1916 letter to the editors of the British Journal of Photography as F. Tomlinson described
being accosted by a crowd while taking pictures not far from his home. It turned out that
he had been unknowingly “in the neighbourhood of” a brand new munitions factory, and
a follow-up by the police resulted in the confiscation of his camera and plates. Tomlinson
bemoaned the absence of a posted warning and advised fellow photographers to take
care.264 A month earlier the London Evening News had reported more broadly that “the
photographer is badly hit by the war,” noting that “Views and even wedding groups are
prohibited by the military authorities in some towns, while in others the photographer has
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to get a special permit before he can take his camera off his premises.”265 Assessing the
year of 1916, F.J. Mortimer, editor of the British annual survey Photograms of the Year,
similarly noted that restrictions had become so severe that the mere carrying of a camera
was sufficient cause for arrest in many areas. “The effect of this,” he wrote,
has been largely to direct the attention of the keen lovers of pictorial photography
to work that obviously did not fall foul of the authorities. Hence the very large
proportion of portraits and figure studies which have been submitted to us and
which have been seen in exhibitions; while the number of landscapes and purely
outdoor subjects has been very much smaller than usual.266
Photographers continued working, but they had little choice but to accede to wartime
conditions.
Under these circumstances, Coburn would have been quite unable to continue to
create the sort of abstraction seen in The Octopus [fig. 36]—his prior method of climbing
to the top of a tall building with a telephoto lens was among the most flagrant sorts of
illegal photography in wartime London. It is almost comical that this approach, entirely
permissible and inoffensive in 1909, would have been so perfectly unthinkable just a few
years later. The George Eastman Museum’s archive of over three hundred of Coburn’s
prints and negatives from the war years (1914–1918) indeed includes only two
landscapes.267 Most of the pictures are indoor portraits of artists, musicians, and actors.
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Still, Coburn did manage to travel around London with a camera, not for espionage but
rather for quite an opposite purpose. Full of earnest patriotism, he became a leading
participant in the Snapshots from Home League, an effort organized by the Y.M.C.A. to
boost morale by supplying British soldiers with pictures of their loved ones [figs. 101–
103]. In an editorial for The Amateur Photographer & Photographic News, Coburn urged
his fellow pictorialists to get involved and to make crisp and clear images without artful
pretention: “let us be done with mannerisms and affectations, and show that we are good
clean craftsmen with a heart under our ribs.”268 The personal sense of purpose that
Coburn described was genuine, and he wrote to Weber that he had been “Cheering them
up with little pictures of their wives, family, sweethearts & friends, and incidentally I
have made myself happy in the doing of it.”269 Nevertheless, he would have been well
advised to travel carefully between portrait sittings, keeping his camera hidden from
collection, the only other outdoor images from this period are a series depicting antique
sailing ships, which Coburn photographed to illustrate John Masefield’s poem “Ships” in
Harper’s Magazine. The poem appeared in the Harper’s Christmas issue, but in his
autobiography Coburn specifically described taking these pictures on May 1, 1914 (from
a tugboat departing from Falmouth, Cornwall), well before the start of the war later that
summer. John Masefield, “Ships,” with pictures by Alvin Langdon Coburn, Harper’s
Magazine, vol. 130, no. 775 (December 1914): 115–122; Alvin Langdon Coburn:
Photographer, An Autobiography (1966), 102.
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London’s errant vigilantes, who might not have trusted his sincere interest in supporting
the troops.
While the war inspired Coburn to make these solid, purposeful portraits, it also
fostered in him a renewed dedication to making daring and consequential art. When
Weber felt overwhelmed by world events, Coburn responded with rousing
encouragement: “I can understand how you feel about a ‘War’ poem, but for just that
very reason you should do something high and dramatic in that direction. Only things
heroic can live in these times.”270 He later added that “art is very important: it is the one
thing that lifts us above the animals. Art will come back into the life of the world with
new vigor and a new importance. We must not let the divine spark die out even in the
midst of war.”271 Making adventurous art was not exactly an anti-war activity for Coburn,
but it was a way to assert his humanity in the face of what he believed to be
“unnecessary, criminally foolish” violence. And if “spy mania” forced Coburn away from
outdoor photography, he was determined to find other means for making significant
pictures.272 It is thus possible that wartime constraints not only pushed him indoors and
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toward new portrait subjects, but that they also drove him toward Vortography as a way
of making the very best of such constraining conditions.273
Vortography indeed seems to have been very well suited to meeting the
challenges of making radical, abstract art within the confines of a studio. The tools
involved almost required an indoor environment: Pound and Coburn’s various statements
suggest that the Vortographs were created on a glass tabletop through manipulation of a
handmade device and small articles made of crystal, glass, and wood. This would be hard
to do outside. Moreover, the aesthetics of the Vortographs are those of an indoor space:
full of hard edges and reflections, devoid of the curvilinear features familiar to landscape
photography. While their visual effects are not entirely sealed off from the studio space
that surrounded Coburn’s arrangements of mirrors and other objects, their visual
complexity seems to have resulted entirely from these artificial structures. The
compositions also induce a great deal of disorientation, making it very difficult to

must let you know for you are my friend.… I don’t know what mother will do. She
threatens one minute to go to America and to never see me again and the next she
complains that I neglect her if I am not with her every moment.” By December of the
same year Coburn wrote that conditions had improved, but it seems quite possible that
this strife was brought on by the family’s being cooped up at home during the war, and
that, once started, its internal dynamics of jealousy and attachment served to keep them
together in a rather claustrophobic condition. Letter from Coburn to Weber, 20 October
1915, AAA microfilm, 438–439. For more information about these circumstances,
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determine the scale of the pictures, and thus rendering the physical limitations of indoor
work almost entirely irrelevant. In short, it would have been not only possible but quite
advantageous to make art of this sort during World War I.
With the site of Vortography’s invention narrowed down to an indoor location, it
will now be possible to find it more specifically. While Coburn’s fully abstract
Vortographs and his more intricately patterned images of Ezra Pound’s silhouette offer
few legible clues about the environment in which they were made, the simpler portraits of
Pound labeled “Pound (Cubist Manner)” provide some evidence. In many of these the
poet poses in front of a background patterned with broad, flat, solid black lines, seen most
clearly in the print given Eastman Museum accession number 18 [fig. 19]. (Note that
from this point forward I shall identify untitled prints using abbreviations of their
Eastman accession numbers.274) Could these lines be the result of unusual window
construction? J.P. Collins indeed reported in 1914 that Coburn “knocked out the front
wall” of the uppermost room in his house in order to install a large window, which
afforded splendid views.275 Perhaps this custom installation involved unusual muntins or
some other severely geometrical wooden decorative features. In pursuit of this potential
connection, I searched out Coburn’s photographs of his house at 9 Lower Mall in
Hammersmith, which he dubbed Thameside [figs. 104–106]. I also considered Pound’s
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apartment, #5 at Holland Place Chambers in Kensington, although, lacking a
contemporaneous image of the poet’s accommodations, I settled for present-day
photographs of the building [fig. 107]. Unfortunately, none of the windows in either
location have the sort of unusual woodwork seen in Coburn’s pictures. However in
Eastman #10 [fig. 18], the diagonal element at right has bright edges, suggesting that it is
not in the same plane as the horizontal and vertical elements of the background. The
diagonal seems to be a separate object, in front of the lower edge of the window and
perhaps passing behind the vertical side of its frame seen along the right-hand edge of
Coburn’s print. Here, perhaps, is one of the “bits of wood” that Coburn described to
Beaumont Newhall, not part of any window but added to the scene by the photographer
or the poet. This helps to explain why the thick lines in Coburn’s various prints appear in
a number of different arrangements; this variety is less a product of Coburn’s different
positioning of mirrors than the simple repositioning of the objects producing the
silhouettes.
This discovery makes it possible to decipher portions of some of Coburn’s
images, but it does not aid in locating the birthplace of Vortography. However, while
scrutinizing the “Pound (Cubist Manner)” prints, I also noticed that Eastman #55 [fig. 20]
features an out-of-focus but nevertheless distinct silhouette of a distant bridge. After
recalling that Coburn’s house, being named Thameside, was located on banks of the
Thames, I confirmed that it was not only adjacent to the waterway (Coburn once
remarked to the Buffalo Times: “I can throw pebbles from my studio window into the
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river.”) but also a mere one hundred yards upstream from the Hammersmith Bridge.276
As seen in Coburn’s own photographs [figs. 108, 109], the Bridge perfectly matches the
silhouette in Eastman #55.
The portrait of Pound includes exactly the view of the bridge that one would see
from 9 Lower Mall [fig. 110]. Thanks to its central symmetry, the print shows images of
the bridge from two opposing angles. One of these is a mirror view that reverses the
actual arrangement of forms in space. On the left-hand side of the print, the bridge’s right
spire appears taller and therefore closer to the camera, suggesting that the bridge is seen
from the right. On the right-hand side, the bridge’s left spire appears taller and therefore
closer to the camera, suggesting that the bridge is seen from the left. The actual view can
be identified because Coburn’s mirror would not have transmitted the available light with
perfect efficiency, and as a result would have produced a darker image. The “real” view
is thus the brighter one, on the left side of the image, which shows the bridge as seen
from the right. And that is just as it would have been from Thameside.277
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ghost images in my next section. Note also that among the Vortographs at the Eastman
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another, meaning that Coburn sometimes reversed his images during the printing process.
It is thus possible that Eastman #55 is itself a wholly reversed image and thus not
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most likely one. It seems quite unlikely that Coburn would have shot the Vortographs in
an indoor space with a view of the Hammersmith Bridge, yet not inside of his own house.
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If this image was made inside of Coburn’s house, it is highly likely that all of the
Vortographs were produced there. This conclusion is not surprising, first because Coburn
sometimes used his home as a photography studio for portraits, and second because,
during the war, it would not have made practical sense for Coburn to transport his camera
from Thameside to other locations more often than was necessary.278 Still, it is useful to
make this determination securely. Identifying Coburn’s home as the likely birthplace of
the Vortographs strengthens the supposition that he played a significantly larger role than
Pound in their making. Insofar as the work took place at his home, it is probable that
Coburn at times labored alone.

Reconstructing the Vortographs (and examining 21st-century amateur Vortography)
I will now delve again into the dense and interlocking knot of unknown aspects in
the Vortographic process. Here, pulling at one thread always seems to tighten another.
While the presumption that the Vortographs were made through variations on one
consistent method seems to be refuted by the body of work’s sheer diversity, Coburn and
Pound’s accounts of a single “Vortoscope” device weigh against the idea that the images
resulted from many widely differing arrangements of mirrors, crystals, and other objects.
One can escape such questions about the interrelationships among the many, varied
Vortographic images by focusing on a single one, but this only plunges proceedings into
further confusion. Eastman #51, for example [fig. 9], denies any stable sense of
orientation, even as one tries to tease apart the process behind the print. The dark
278

Recall that Coburn supervised the printing of 40,000 photogravures at Thameside
between 1909 and 1914. He was quite willing indeed to pursue his artistic work at home.

142
convergence of lines in the lower right quadrant of the image perhaps suggests a joining
of mirrors, but at what angles? Among the two apparently parallel lines of crystals
descending from the upper left corner, which forms are real and which are reflected?
Since the uppermost extremity of the seemingly closest and largest of these crystals (at
the center of the bottom of the picture) crosses over one of the converging black lines, is
this line a mirror’s edge or some other underlying object? Would it help to rotate the
image and thus propose a different orientation of the arrangement with respect to gravity?
Striving to answer these and other questions satisfactorily and simultaneously is a
dauntingly complicated thought experiment in optics and geometry. Finding
commonalities among many Vortographs might help to determine a first investigatory
step, but pursuing this possibility amounts to a retreat into the very same cluster of
problems that urge examination of individual images in the first place. Uncertainty and
disorientation abound in this vicious cycle.
Faced with this inscrutability, it is comforting that Coburn’s own historical
investigations model a way forward. The photographer was deeply invested in the history
of his medium and devoted significant effort to gathering prints made by his forebears,
making new prints from their original negatives, and exhibiting his historic collection in
the United States and Britain under the title “Old Masters of Photography.” Within this
context, the artists whom Coburn admired and promoted most were Julia Margaret
Cameron and David Octavius Hill, in whose work he found exemplary pictorial
sensitivity, perseverance, and unorthodox but effective techniques. To learn more about
these luminaries, Coburn journeyed to “Freshwater in the Isle of Wight, where Mrs.
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Cameron lived close by the gates of Lord Tennyson's home” and “went to Edinburgh and
visited Hill’s old studio on the edge of Calton Hill.”279 Coburn found the trip to
Edinburgh especially illuminating because he had the opportunity to inspect “various
pieces of [Hill’s] cumbersome apparatus” and was “struck with wonder” by what Hill
achieved in spite of the limitations of early photographic technology.280 Indeed Coburn
came to a stronger appreciation of Hill’s work after emulating some of his predecessor’s
techniques:
Many of his unusual effects of light are more easily understood when one knows
that he frequently employed a concave mirror to flash sunlight during his long
exposures into his otherwise too deep shadows. This is one of the things that he
thought out for himself in his necessity, and it has been a great wonder to me that
this device has been discarded, for I have quite recently been making experiments
in this direction with the most interesting results, using Hill’s original mirror, of
which I am the proud possessor.281
Coburn’s own work merits the same sort of curiosity and investigatory effort that he
applied to his predecessors, and so I have taken a parallel approach, striving to better
understand the unusual effects of the Vortographs by reconstructing the processes behind
them. As Coburn suggested, unfamiliar aspects of photography can be better understood
through practical analysis rather than by speculative conjecture. While the efficacy of
thought experiments depends upon one’s ability to imagine their results, physical tests
can exceed the bounds of one’s imagination and deliver unexpected outcomes, making
them better suited to investigating unknown phenomena. This opportunity for practical
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testing, educated guessing, and even hopeful fumbling about in search of surprising
discoveries about offers a way out of the puzzlement described above.
Unfortunately, I cannot quite follow Coburn’s thoroughly hands-on method of
study. The photographer sold his house on the Thames in 1930, and it has since been
rearranged and altered by its subsequent owners. Indeed, the plaque affixed to its exterior
commemorates not Coburn’s period of residence, but the later occupancy by theater
director George Devine [figs. 111, 112]. Furthermore, although Coburn claimed to have
preserved one Vortographic apparatus, the material accoutrements of his abstract work
appear to have been lost. I will not have the chance to try my hand with Coburn’s own
mirror, as Coburn did with Hill’s. But if a pilgrimage to London would be fruitless, it
remains possible to recreate the Vortographs afresh. To do so, I partnered with Gregory
Vershbow, who was kindly willing to lend his considerable photographic and artistic
talents to this endeavor.282
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Gregory received his MFA from the Massachusetts College of Art and Design, where
he studied under Abelardo Morell, and he also earned a BA in photography and biology
from Hampshire College. He was just beginning work as an instructor in Visual Studies
at the University of Pennsylvania when I began to contemplate reconstructing the
Vortographs, so I was quite fortunate to meet him when I did. I remain truly grateful to
Gregory for his assistance, and indebted to Ian Verstegen for connecting us. I also
recognize that, like Coburn and Pound with respect to the original Vortographs, Gregory
and I have a potentially ambiguous co-ownership of our results. Insofar as neither of us is
likely to sort out the situation by disowning our work as Pound did, allow me (with only a
half-measure of seriousness) to claim 40% of the credit for the reconstructions. My
abilities in photography allowed me to provide plenty of conceptual input, but Gregory is
simply too skilled and energetic a studio worker to keep up with when it comes time for
execution and experimentation. We completed our reconstructions between September
2018 and April 2019, with occasion conversations between then and the completion of
my dissertation in March 2022. The reconstruction images were photographed with
Gregory’s Fujifilm GFX 50S, Fujifilm X-T1, and Sony a7R II , while documentation of
our work was shot on my Canon 5Dii. And, should anyone be curious a century from
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However, before I begin to describe my efforts with Gregory, I can first
acknowledge and indeed draw from the work of many intrepid photographers who beat
us to the punch. Unsurprisingly, these were not art historians, for whom the prospect of
getting behind a camera (or an easel, a printing press, a chisel, etc.) in service of research
is usually a rather distant possibility. They were instead amateur photographers who
individually discovered Coburn’s abstract work, were piqued by the typical basic
description of his apparatus as a triangular tube of mirrors, and possessed the gumption to
make their own gadgets, take pictures with them, and publish the results online through
blogs or other public image sharing services.283 Most of them posted their adventurous on
the internet between 2010 and 2017. Some were even thorough enough to document their
makeshift Vortoscopes. Beth Izatt and Daša Ščuka’s arrangements of mirrors [figs. 113,
114] are stout in proportion, while the versions made respectively by George Salt and the
Edinburgh Lo-fi Photography Group are longer [figs. 115, 116]. In the midst of a
surprisingly in-depth discussion of the existing scholarship on the Vortographs in the
German Forum Für Grossformatfotografie, Lars Hennings presented a somewhat
unstable-looking construction with moveable mirrors [figs. 117]. Hennings did not
mention having read Richard Cork’s discussion of the Vortographs, but this design
echoes Cork’s suggestion that Vortoscope may have been hinged.

now, we worked at Gregory’s home studio in West Philadelphia—no need to track down
pictures of bridges.
283
The design and technology website Gizmodo also held a Vortography contest in 2011,
but unfortunately the submissions were either roughly equivalent to the examples that I
share here or intentionally greater departures from the original form of Vortography.
Mark Wilson, “Shooting Challenge: Vortographs,” Gizmodo, 26 October 2011,
https://gizmodo.com/shooting-challenge-vortographs-5853520.

146
Despite these variations in technique, however, the photographic results obtained
by these and other amateurs trying their hand at Vortography generally fall into a narrow
range and do not very closely resemble Coburn’s prints (a mismatch that none of their
creators appear to have acknowledged). Salt, Ščuka, Hennings, and a member of the
Edinburgh Lo-fi Photography Group named Donald, as well as Denny Moutray, Bryan
Gilligan, and Jessica Kalmar, all offer typical examples [figs. 118–124]. In a clear, crisp,
and flat-on image like Salt’s [fig. 118], it is evident that the camera was positioned to
shoot straight through a triangular tube of mirrors—the central triangle of yellow petals
and green stems is the sharpest, brightest, and least distorted part of the picture,
confirming that it is a direct view of the flowers, seen through the open end of the tube
and surrounded in the picture by reflections created by the three mirrors. The three
sharpest lines in the picture extend from the corners of the middle triangle, showing the
three inner corners of the tube. Adopting similarly literal interpretations of the historic
descriptions of the Vortoscope, these many photographers produced images full of
equilateral triangles and hexagons, which are far more geometrically regular and
predictable than any of Coburn’s pictures. Their work instead more closely resembles
ordinary kaleidoscopic imagery, featuring the “deadening mandala” described by Anne
McCauley, but with landscape, portrait, or still life subjects in place of the usual colored
beads. They are neither as disorienting nor as abstract as Coburn’s photographs, and their
compositional structures are quite different from those of the Vortographs.
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But while these many attempts failed to convincingly reproduce Coburn’s
Vortographic process, their failure is instructive.284 Plainly, they show that combining
multiple angled mirrors with a camera does not necessarily clear a path to novel imagery
or genuinely abstract photography. This suggests in turn that that Coburn’s methods were
more complicated, varied, or unusual than his own statements acknowledge.
Most emphatically, the amateur experiments rule out the possibility that Coburn
created the Vortographs by shooting directly through a triangular tube of mirrors. If he
did construct such a device, that would have been the most straightforward way to use it,
but he must have deemed the approach unsatisfactory, if he pursued it at all. Moreover,
the character of these experimental pictures undermines McCauley’s suggestion that
Coburn simply framed portions of the view through a triangular tube of mirrors; no part
of the pictures created by Salt, Moutray [fig. 122], or other like-minded amateurs is as
complicated as most of the Vortographs. If Coburn did choose to focus on particular
areas of views like these, he somehow obscured his method of doing so.
Finally, scrutinizing the amateur recreations of Vortography that feature
landscape subject matter begins to, by contrast, show the visual possibilities afforded by
Coburn’s crystals. While the natural subject matter in the work of Salt, Moutray, and
others is soft and familiar and immediately prompts a sense of the outdoors, Coburn’s
crystals are far more resistant to interpretation. Hard-edged and faceted, his crystals fuse
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For their part, rather than being interested in the sort of scrupulous reconstruction that
I pursued with Gregory, the amateur photographers that I discovered seem to have had far
greater interest in using the Vortographs as a starting point for freewheeling technical
experimentation. They certainly succeeded in this more immediate aim, and they seem to
have enjoyed themselves along the way.
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with the sharp lines produced at the edges or the intersections of his mirrors, and because
the crystals appear to have been symmetrical, it is difficult to determine how they are
oriented in space. And since they are artificial (or at least deliberately cut into regular,
faceted forms), it is not possible to judge their size or to extrapolate from them the size of
the space in which they are situated.
However, while these amateur pictures are generally quite unlike the well-known
Vortographs, their kaleidoscopic qualities do resemble those of a curious and largely
overlooked group of Coburn’s negatives in the Eastman collection [figs. 125–128].
Pamela Glasson Roberts briefly mentions a print of one of these images [fig. 129],
describing it as a copy of an “early experimental Vortograph” that was given by Coburn
to Robert R. Augustus de Main Mountsier, a journalist, editor, and friend of Max
Weber’s.285 This appears to be the only existing print made from these negatives, and
Roberts’s reference is the only discussion of any of the images in either primary or
secondary sources. This is a significant gap, as Roberts’s characterization is convincing,
285

Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 61. Beyond Pound, Coburn, Coburn’s
mother Fannie, and his wife Edith, Mountsier may well have been the first outsider to see
the Vortographs, as Coburn wrote to Weber on November 9, 1916: “Today we have had a
call from your friend Robert Mountsier and found him a very fine personality we showed
him some of my new ‘abstract photographs’ and some paintings, all of which I wish you
and your wife could see; and then we took him to a Chinese restaurant and fed him on
noodles, crab omlette, chicken with almons [sic] etc. etc. He was very pleased. We all
wished you both might have been there too!” It is hard to say which Vortographs Coburn
had produced by early November 1916, but it is quite possible that Coburn gave
Mountsier the print mentioned by Roberts during this visit (Roberts additionally mentions
a second, more typical Vortograph print that was also Mountsier’s, and this might also
have been given to him at the same time, or later on). In a January 24, 1917 letter to John
Quinn, Ezra Pound suggested that Mountsier was writing an article on Vortography, but I
have not found this piece of writing and it may not have materialized. Letter from Coburn
to Weber, 9 November 1916, AAA microfilm, 460; Letter from Pound to Quinn, 24
January 1917, in Letters of Ezra Pound, 1907–1941, 104.
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cursory as it may be: these negatives are most likely the products of the early experiments
that preceded the more familiar Vortographs.
As in negatives like Eastman #31.0009 and #31.0014 [figs. 125, 126], these
pictures appear to show closely-confined views of either window frames or bicycle
wheels, with each image fractured by the presence of one or more mirrors. The
arrangement of these breaks is not at all consistent among the negatives, as the divisions
vary both in number and in location. If these pictures were produced using a single device
(or perhaps using a series of devices all with the same basic design, as Pound’s letters
suggest), the making of each picture must have entailed some adjusting of either the
apparatus or its position with respect to Coburn’s camera. This variety distinguishes this
group of pictures from the amateur Vortographs, given the compositional consistency
among the experimental imitations that can be found online. Another notable difference
is that, while kaleidoscopic pictures like George Salt’s [fig. 118] have one section that is
clearer and brighter than the others because it is recorded directly and not via a mirror,
the Coburn negatives are generally uniform in their sharpness and brightness. This is
equally true of a blurry image like Eastman #31.0009 [fig. 125] and a generally clear one
like #31.0014 [fig. 126]. This suggests that when making these pictures Coburn might
have shot obliquely into an arrangement of mirrors, producing an image that was
composed entirely of reflections, and hence uniform in clarity.
Despite these differences, the negatives in this group are much more like the
amateur pictures than other Vortographs. Most of all, the subject matter of these Coburn
images is much more readily recognizable, their compositional breaks (caused by the
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edges of mirrors) are much easier to identify and interpret, and their appearance is much
more even than Coburn’s other abstractions. These commonalities suggest that the
apparatus (most likely adjustable or obliquely-photographed) that Coburn used for these
pictures might well have resembled the three-mirror kaleidoscopic tube used by the
amateurs, or something similar.
However, it may not be possible to conclusively identify the technique that
Coburn employed to create this group of Vortograph-adjacent photographs. With their
relative simplicity, there are many ways that he could have produced each picture. His
mirrors may have been fastened together or made into some sort of device, or they might
have been placed one-by-one, held in place by hand or other means. Some images may
have required only a single mirror, but they could nevertheless have been created using a
more complicated device, with Coburn framing only a portion of a multiple-mirror setup
within the camera’s view. As a result, reconstruction of the methods behind these pictures
cannot be definitive, and written sources are left to carry more weight. Perhaps these,
rather than the better-known Vortographs, are the pictures referenced in Pound’s letters
from September and October of 1916, which describe various apparatuses, and in
Coburn’s retrospective description of “three mirrors clamped together in a triangle, into
which the lens of the camera was projected.” Roberts’s hypothesis that these pictures
were the products of experiments that preceded the Vortographs that Coburn exhibited,
published, and evidently preferred is compelling. It accommodates the primary
statements made by the principal actors while making it possible to consider alternative
technical explanations for the better-known Vortographs. It seems entirely plausible that
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Coburn started with a kaleidoscope-like triangular tube of mirrors—which he aimed at
windows and bicycle spokes—only to find the results too regular, predictable, and
familiar. This might have urged him to photograph crystals through more complicated
arrays of mirrors. There would have been ample time after September and October 1916
for Coburn to test other techniques and create the Vortographs that he debuted, in their
more familiar form, in February 1917. While the new methods that he developed in the
winter of 1916 and ‘17 are not reported in primary documents, they are evidenced in the
Vortographs themselves.286
With these insights in mind, Gregory and I gathered up a supply of crystals,
mirrors, and camera equipment and set about replicating the well-known Vortographs.
286

Insofar as one of the chief virtues of the fully-realized Vortographs seems to be their
irregularity and unpredictability, two hypotheses presented in prior scholarship about
initial inspirations for Coburn’s abstract work decrease in significance. The first of these
is Rolf Krauss’s suggestion that Coburn could have drawn from George Morrow’s 1914
cartoon in Punch magazine titled “The Cubist Photographer” [fig. 130]. Morrow, a
satirist, depicts a large, faceted crystal placed between the lens of a photographer’s
camera and a subject having their portrait taken. The second is Pamela Glasson Roberts’s
similar proposal that Coburn might have been inspired by Douglas Henry Saville’s 1915
patent application for an “Apparatus and Method whereby Distorted or Exaggerated
Photography May be Taken” [fig. 131]. Saville proposed a housing that would couple to
a camera, suspending a prism in front of a typical lens. Each of these potential
antecedents suggests a means to create unusual photographs, but while Saville designed a
mechanism through which his prism could be rotated within its housing and Morrow’s
crystal could potentially have been repositioned on its pedestal, either method would still
fail to produce images with much variety between them. In each case the limiting factor
would be the shape of the intervening optical element, and neither Saville nor Morrow
indicates the use of a particularly asymmetrical or oddly shaped crystal or prism that
would produce significantly different images depending upon how it was turned. It
remains possible that Coburn saw one or both of these antecedents before embarking
upon his initial experiments, but it does not seem that he closely followed either one of
them, and credit for the variety found among the well-known Vortographs would
properly belong to Coburn regardless. Rolf Krauss, “‘The Cubist Photographer,’ George
Morrow, Alvin Langdon Coburn and the Great English Vortex,” Photoresearcher, no. 12
(May 2009): 36–43; Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 60.
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We had our first success in reconstructing one of Coburn’s abstracted portraits of Ezra
Pound in the “Pound (Cubist Manner)” group, labeled Eastman #18 [fig. 19]. Although I
declined to trim my beard to match Pound’s distinctive goatee while sitting in for the
poet, we managed good results [fig. 132]. In Coburn’s print, Pound sits in front of a
window at Thameside, backlit by the intense glow of sunlight seen through what is most
likely an arrangement of carefully placed wooden objects, perhaps picture frames.
Pound’s face is doubled, with a disembodied profile appearing to gaze up at him, almost
as out of thin air. While it might initially seem that Pound is holding a mirror in his hand
to create his reflected image, Gregory and I tested this possibility and determined that it is
not viable for two reasons [figs. 133, 134]. First, a mirror hand held in this position
produces a blurred, out-of-focus image. This happens because the camera’s lens can only
be focused for one distance, and the focal distance of the sitter (lens to face) is less than
the focal distance of the reflection (in total: lens to mirror plus mirror to face) [fig.
135].287 Second, in this position the mirror does not produce a reversed, duplicate profile
but a wholly different view of the sitter’s face. This happens, plainly enough, because the
mirror and the lens receive images of the sitter from different points of view (the mirror
287

To be more technically specific, although the use of a smaller aperture can produce a
larger depth of field within a photograph, even when a small aperture is employed, a lens
can only be focused for one distance. Any objects at different distances will appear at
least somewhat less clear. This effect is minimal when all objects in a scene are at a
considerable distance from the lens (so that it may be focused at infinity), but when
objects are closer to the lens any differences in distance lead more quickly to blur. The
indoor scene that Coburn photographed in Eastman #18 falls into the latter category, and
so even an extremely small aperture would not bring the image in a hand held mirror into
clear focus. Moreover, Pound’s profile is in sharp focus while the wooden objects in the
background behind him are not, despite appearing to be relatively close to the sitter. This
suggests that Eastman #18 lacks high depth of field, and that in turn confirms the
conclusions that I reached with Gregory.
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reflects essentially the same image that one would see if the eye were position at the
location of the mirror).
Both of these problems can be eliminated simultaneously by placing the mirror
right against the lens—this makes the differences in both focal distance and point of view
as small as possible [figs. 136, 137]. But then another difficulty arises. While the
reflected image is at a focal distance roughly equal to that of the sitter and thus in focus,
the mirror itself is far closer and is thus blurred to the point of being all but invisible,
allowing light from the bright background to overpower the reflection. To understand this
situation, think of the mirror’s disappearance as akin to what happens when one takes a
photograph through a fence—focus far enough into the distance and nearby obstructions
seem to become transparent [figs. 138, 139]. As a reflection on an invisible mirror,
Pound’s double really is floating in thin air! Gregory and I thus needed some way to
remove the meddlesome extra light from the background, in order to leave the reflected
image unhindered and clear. In our solution, I held an opaque black object in such a way
that it would occupy the same position in the picture as the reflection, blocking a great
deal of the interfering brightness [fig. 140, and again 132]. In order to make Pound’s
reflection both clear and in focus, Coburn must have used a similar setup with a mirror
and some additional object to shield Pound’s reflection from unwanted light.
Despite having made this successful reconstruction without employing a threemirrored tube, Gregory and I did yet not want to assume that devices of this kind were
used only in Cobun’s earliest abstract experiments showing window frames and bicycle
spokes. While we had ruled out the possibility that Coburn shot directly through such an
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apparatus in the better-known Vortographs (none of Coburn’s prints seem to show even a
partial view into such a tube), there is a lone, apparently later crystalline Vortograph that
offers a potential match: a little-discussed negative, indexed as Eastman #31.0020 [fig.
141]. This picture does have a prominent vertex where multiple mirrors appear to meet at
the 60-degree angles that one would find inside a tube made of three equally-sized
mirrors. Accordingly, to reconstruct it we started with a triangular tube, but quickly found
that one of its three sides was unnecessary and actually blocked the angle from which we
needed to shoot unless we used either significantly larger mirrors or a very long telephoto
lens and tiny crystals. Instead, as something of a shortcut, we removed the unneeded side
and worked with just two mirrors, held in their previous positions. This enabled us to
make a credible reconstruction [figs. 142–144].
While this relatively broad view of mirrors at a 60-degree angle approximates
Eastman #31.0020 well, we found that this approach has limited potential for making the
other the better-known Vortographs. Shoot into this setup at the wrong angle and the
result is a regular, geometric image—the sort of thing that amateur photographers have
produced but that Coburn apparently sought to avoid. This unsatisfactory result can be
seen in one of my documentary shots of our arrangement of components, which shows a
complete and regular circle of crystal reflections that is unlike any imagery visible in the
Vortographs that Coburn printed and exhibited [fig. 143]. Nevertheless, the fact that
Eastman #31.0020 appears to have been made with at least two mirrors placed at a 60degree angle strongly suggests that Coburn built and employed a three-mirrored tube at
some time. It seems far more likely that he borrowed the arrangement of two mirrors at a
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60-degree angle from such an apparatus—an equilateral triangle with 60-degree
corners—rather than by developing the arrangement through arbitrary composing.
Perhaps Eastman #31.0020 is a transitional photograph, made after his early experiments
with a triangular mirrored tube but before he created the later pictures that more fully
satisfied his aims. Indeed, while Gregory and I reconstructed this image using two
smaller mirrors, Coburn could well have photographed Eastman #31.0020 within an
intact triangular tube of larger dimensions. While the angle of view in his picture is not
exceedingly sharp, it would have required a fairly large tube, in which he could have
directed his camera toward one internal corner. That seems to line up with Pound’s
description of an apparatus that, at least initially, was “heavy,” “clumsy,” and in need of
being made lighter. This in turn associates Eastman #31.0020 with Coburn’s early
experiments with a triangular tube, despite the introduction of crystals—a new subject
matter that would have replaced the window frames and bicycle spokes.
Before proceeding further, I should explain a few visual effects that are important
to understand in interpreting both the Vortographs and some of the differences between
Coburn’s works and our reconstructions. Gregory and I typically started our efforts to
replicate a particular picture by identifying in it the crystal that was clearest and sharpest.
We assumed this to be a “real” crystal rather than a reflection. This provisional
assumption is based some optical properties of the processes and objects involved. First
(as was the case with the portrait of Pound that we recreated) a mirror reflections is
located at a different focal distance than its non-reflected source, and can thus be
expected to be blurrier, assuming that the “real” source is in focus. Second, it is apparent
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in all the Vortographs that Coburn’s mirrors were imperfect and introduced degradation
into their reflections. This degradation included simple blurring, but also effects usually
called “ghost images,” which result from the use of second-surface mirrors. In a secondsurface mirror the reflective surface (typically a silver coating) is placed behind a
transparent material (usually glass), rather than on top of it. The reflective surface
produces a mirror image, but some light also reflects off of the front of the transparent
layer, yielding a faint second reflection that is misaligned with the primary image [for a
diagram, see fig. 145]. Because the transparent layer provides protection for the delicate
reflective surface, despite the possibility of ghost images, second-surface mirrors are
ubiquitous in daily life, while first-surface mirrors are reserved for specialty applications.
It is no surprise that Coburn used mirrors of the more readily available variety. He may
even have desired the additional visual complexity that their “imperfect” reflections
added to his pictures. While ghost images are common throughout the Vortographs, they
are less prevalent in our new images because—although we too used second-surface
mirrors—we could not match the particular idiosyncrasies of Coburn’s equipment. Once
again I find myself wishing that I possessed Coburn’s original tools, just as he possessed
David Octavius Hill’s original concave reflector! At one point, Gregory and I
experimented with adding an extra pane of clear glass on top of our better-quality,
contemporary mirrors in hopes of simulating the imperfections of Coburn’s materials.
This indeed added extra jumbling to the image, but its qualities still did not a match those
of the original Vortographs [fig. 146].
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Our images also sometimes differed from Coburn’s simply because, with many
mirror reflections arriving at the camera lens from different angles, the whole room in
which Vortographic work is conducted factors into the result. Once, in order to brighten a
particular part of an image we were working with, Gregory and I realized that we had to
move an equipment case in a far corner of his studio. With the mirror catching the white
side wall instead of the black case, the problem was remedied. But such issues were not
always so simple to resolve, and ultimately we were content to reconstruct the general
structure of a given Vortograph. To do more would require also reconstituting the entire
room in which it was made. When approximating the background of a window and
wooden elements in our “Pound (Cubist Manner)” re-creation, for example, Gregory and
I resorted to using a studio lighting softbox as the “window” and painter’s tape as the
intervening “wood.” With this experience, we are confident that at least some elements of
the Vortographs were produced entirely through chance relationships with the
surrounding workspace. Coburn certainly could have seen these visible features on his
ground glass viewer, tracked down their sources, and rearranged the furnishings of his
studio to alter his results, as we did with Gregory’s black case. Still, these circumstances
show that making images with multiple mirrors can be an unpredictable and sensitive
process, and that new visual possibilities can arise quite unexpectedly and
unintentionally. Coburn would have been free to suppress or accept these effects, and the
complexity and diversity of the Vortographs suggests that he frequently opted for the
latter. It is interesting to note that as features of this kind insistently arise, they tie the
Vortographs back to the exigencies of the physical world, despite their abstraction. I will
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have more to say regarding this general connection in a number of places, and especially
in this project’s conclusion.
Turning back to our specific work in recreating Coburn’s images, the two pictures
discussed so far may be counted as our first successes, but neither was the first
reconstruction that Gregory and I attempted. That inglorious distinction instead goes to
Eastman #5 [fig. 1]. We chose to start with this work because, among the many
Vortographs, its features are relatively clear, few in number, and undistorted by extreme
blurring or overlapping. Additionally, the image’s prominent triangular shape suggested
that it might have been made using a triangular tube of mirrors, or at least a similar
apparatus with three mirrors. However, rather than quickly leading us toward a
foundational understanding of Coburn’s techniques, Eastman #5 plagued us with many
hours of confusion over many months, even as we began to have better luck in concurrent
efforts to reproduce the other, aforementioned images. We have yet to devise a complete
solution for the replication of Eastman #5, but the course of our efforts is nevertheless
illuminating.
Gregory and I began by hypothesizing that the picture likely includes a direct and
non-reflected view of the crystal that it renders with the greatest sharpness and the least
distortion. In this case, there are six diamond-shaped crystals and reflections visible in the
lower left of the image, and the one in the right-hand column and the middle row circled
in fig. 147] seems most likely to be “real.” To account for the surface that it appears to lie
on and be reflected in, as well as the three prominent diagonal lines that converge behind
the group of six crystals, Gregory proposed that we begin with one mirror placed
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horizontally, with two vertical mirrors standing on top of it at an adjustable angle, and a
single crystal placed inside the arrangement near that joint. We found that this setup
could produce many of the necessary visual features, especially if we aligned the camera
at a glancing angle to the right-hand vertical mirror, and if we opened the angle between
the two vertical mirrors slightly past 90 degrees [figs. 148, 149]. Our next goal was to
expand beyond the main group of six crystal images and add the photograph’s large
inverted V shape. For this we returned to the use of a triangular tube of equal-size
mirrors, shooting our existing setup through the tube so as to catch its inner underside as
an inverted V. Our first tube (roughly ten inches long) proved too long to create the
required composition. The depth of the V in Coburn’s Vortograph is limited and does not
extend to the edges of the picture, so we created a much shorter tube (about three inches
long) [figs. 150, 151]. With this tube of mirrors used to frame a shot of the arrangement
of mirrors we had already constructed, our combination of apparatuses seemed to
promise an enticingly strange but effective solution. Our final step was to create the
groups of diagonal lines that extend outward on either side of the V in the top half of the
picture. To create these, we placed a long crystal prism on the horizontal base mirror
closer to the camera, so that it would not be directly visible in our picture but would be
caught as a reflection in each of the vertical mirrors [fig. 151]. For this we needed to
procure a long crystal with more facets in order to match Coburn’s more complicated
pattern of lines, but from there it seemed that we would only need to do some fine-tuning.
Unfortunately, a cluster of nagging problems brought our entire understanding of
Eastman #5 crashing down. When I arrived at Gregory’s studio one morning, it turned
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out that a cleaner had moved our arrangement of crystals and mirrors. Setting it back up
provided an occasion to look at our results with fresh eyes, and I realized that the critical
group of crystal reflections was not quite right—while the lower four of these six crystal
images looked appropriate, the upper two seemed out of place. Specifically, the point of
the “real” diamond-shaped crystal faces downward in Coburn’s image, but the point of
the reflected crystal above it faces up [marked in fig. 152]. Setting a single upright mirror
behind an object (as we had been doing) does not create such a reversal.288 Moreover,
with our arrangement of three mirrors at roughly right angles to one another, we would
properly see eight crystal images in total (when the original, the reflections, and the
reflections of reflections are added up), rather than six.289 We had only seemed to avoid
this problem because some crystal images blocked the camera’s view of others, and, even
then, this blocking was not complete—we now realized that our images were more
cluttered than Coburn’s. Gregory and I tried various adjustments to solve these problems,
incremental at first and then increasingly radical: new positions for the tube of mirrors, a
tetrahedron of mirrors with an open side, reorganizing our arrangement so that we could
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To be more specific, the upper right crystal image in our results here derives from a
reflection in a single mirror, while the upper left crystal derives from the reflection of the
upper right image in an additional mirror. The vertical orientation of the upper left crystal
image follows that of the upper right, which itself could not be correct in this
arrangement.
289
No mirrors yields, plainly enough, an image of a single crystal (1). A single mirror
yields the “real” crystal and its reflection (1 x 2 = 2). A second mirror reflects the “real”
crystal again, and also yields a reflection of its reflection in the first mirror (1 x 2 x 2 =
4). Finally, a third mirror reflects each of the four crystal images from the two-mirror
arrangement (1 x 2 x 2 x 2 = 8). Note that these calculations change significantly if the
mirrors are placed at angles other than 90 degrees.
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shoot straight down and have a different orientation to gravity in placing the crystals.
None succeeded.
After well over an hour of consternation, Gregory made a sudden breakthrough:
We needed to rotate Coburn’s image 90 degrees counterclockwise [fig. 153]. Our sense
of the direction of gravity in the image immediately changed, and the cause of our earlier
failings became obvious. We were not dealing with six images derived from one “real”
crystal, but six images from three “real” crystals all lined up on one horizontal mirror
surface. We could make their points face in opposite directions simply by rearranging
them on top of the mirror [fig. 154]. This new interpretation of Coburn’s picture also had
the advantage of explaining the ghosting in his reflections, which is confined to only
what we now identified as the lower crystal images—to what we now recognized as
straightforward reflections. It also explains the dark blur which appears only in the upper
left of the rotated image, and not as a reflection anywhere else. This is simply a distant
shape, out of focus and far outside of Coburn’s group of mirrors and crystals. Despite the
instantaneous analytic clarity obtained by rotating this Vortograph, we remain far from
creating a full reconstruction. The three crystals clearly sit on a horizontal mirror with
their reflections below them, but the means for creating the arrow shape to their left
(previously called an inverted V in the image’s initial orientation) and the crystal forms
looming above and reflected below the arrow remain elusive.
However, our working process here is illuminating despite being incomplete.
Soon after we rotated Eastman #5, Gregory noted that just this simple reorientation
seemed to take much of the magic out of the image. While Coburn pointedly assigned no
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particular orientation to any of the Vortographs and boasted that they avoided any clear
sense of top and bottom, he would have done well to protect Eastman #5 from this
demystifying presentation. The picture as originally oriented is an effective composition
that also implicitly challenges viewers to determine its connection to the physical world.
The sudden change in our perception of this picture when rotated illustrates the high
degree to which the Vortographs’ compelling visual qualities rely upon their stubborn
indecipherability. When rotated, the physical explanation becomes clear and readily
available, and the experience of Eastman #5 becomes shallow and impoverished.
Elements can be identified and understood at a glance, providing less impetus for
extended consideration. As a result, one can much more easily fail to observe the
fragmented ghost images, sharp edges, and glossy contrasts that, in addition to blunt
confusion, help to hold aesthetic attention in this and other Vortographs.
Curiously, however, rotating the image back to a vertical orientation restores
some of its visual interest, even for those who have learned its secret. Its spell does not
remain broken. When I am forced to imagine the picture’s rotation, my understanding of
the material causes of its visual features is placed at a degree of remove, which really
does make a difference [fig. 1]. This likely helps to explain why Eastman #31.0020 and
Eastman #18 did not lose their appeal after Gregory and I had reconstructed them
(something that I had wondered about throughout our efforts). I understand how these
images were made, but in looking at them my knowledge does not instantaneously come
to bear and I still have to think my way through the insights I have gained. So long as
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hints toward a physical basis are not immediately available in the image itself, its intrigue
largely remains.
Gregory and I also noted that many features of Eastman #5 seem to have been
deviously composed to create a false coherence when the image is seen in a vertical
orientation. The inverted V shape had us looking for a triangular tube of mirrors, while
the close arrangement of crystals led us to perceive “real” objects as reflections. Each
incorrect inference led to another, and we were eventually mired in an erroneous
understanding of the picture. Coburn may have knowingly constructed this misleading
path for us, but the fostering of multiple potential interpretations in a single image would
be so intricate a task that it is unlikely that it was undertaken deliberately. There are at
least three very troublesome complications that such a strategy would have had to
overcome: First is the need to preserve in the final image the conditions necessary for all
potential interpretations. The creation of visual elements that make one interpretation
possible could easily interfere with another. Second is the need to create the final image
by adjusting real crystals and mirrors. A Vortograph cannot be composed at will, like a
drawing, and, as Gregory and I found, small changes can have unexpected and drastic
repercussions. A change in one place will often throw off other elements. Third is the
need to predict in advance how viewers might interpret the image. The varieties and
stages of interpretation that Gregory and I pursued were numerous and would be difficult
to anticipate. Choosing to face these challenges would be a very bold decision, and
probably an unlikely one.
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Instead, I suspect that the complex nature of the materials and techniques used to
produce the Vortographs makes them particularly susceptible not only to
indecipherability, but also to misinterpretations that Coburn would not need to have
knowingly facilitated. A faceted crystal may appear to sit on one of its sides when, in
fact, it rests on a different surface. A mirror reflection may be wrongly perceived as a
“real” object, or a “real” item may be taken for a reflection. An object and its reflection
may be incorrectly interpreted as a single, continuous object. The sharp and straight edge
of an object may be misidentified as a corner formed by two mirror surfaces, or vice
versa.
These misperceptions are encountered not only by those who seek to reconstruct
Coburn’s work, as Gregory and I did. Instead, they are likely to plague anyone who looks
at a Vortograph and, intentionally or instinctively, attempts to sort through its visual
complexity. To be clear, my invocation of “instinct” here is not casual. The human visual
system involves many operations—from the focusing of the eyes, to the estimation of
depth and space, to the identification of continuous objects, and much more—that usually
occur without reaching the level of conscious awareness. As a result, anyone with
“normal” vision who encounters the Vortographs is certain to seek a coherent explanation
for what they are seeing, even if this is not done deliberately. Note also that the errors
that arise in this process need not follow a linear progression, as they did for me and
Gregory; they can just as easily ensue individually and simultaneously, in many locations
throughout an image. When these misapprehensions mingle with correct interpretations,
they prevent the “click” of broad coherence when many disparate features line up in
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mutual confirmation, making it possible to understand a Vortograph’s physical basis.
Gregory and I experienced an immediate comprehension of this kind when we rotated
Eastman #5 into a favorable position, but the prevalent sources of visual confusion in
Coburn’s abstractions make such a moment very rare.
The last image that Gregory and I worked to reconstruct was Eastman #39 [fig. 5].
This image is less dense than many other Vortographs, and (hoping not to be led astray
again) we were fairly certain that its central symmetry results from a genuine mirror
reflection. In fact, this strict symmetry across a prominent axis that runs through the
entire picture resembles the structure of many other Vortographs, including #30, #36,
#45, #48, and #61 [figs. 3, 4, 7, 8, 10]. If we could determine how this image was made,
Gregory and I hoped that we would discover a technique that Coburn employed on many
occasions.
Despite its relatively simple composition, Eastman #39 posed its own set of
difficult problems. In a typical view of an object and its reflection in a mirror, the twin
images are never literally equivalent and symmetrical, as these side-by-side crystals are.
So, the key issue became achieving the flat-on, parallel appearance of the lines in
Coburn’s print, and we struggled with this in our initial attempts.290 However, while
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Hoping again to find a use for a triangular tube of mirrors, Gregory and I first
approached this image by constructing a larger tube so that we could shoot into it at
increasingly sharp angles. We thought that the look of Coburn’s image might arise not
because the crystals physically overlap, but because they appear to do so through a series
of reflections inside the tube, captured at a strong angle with a telephoto lens. Indeed, we
tried pointing our camera directly at reflected images only, without any “real” crystals in
the frame at all. Through many different approaches and adjustments, this general
strategy came surprisingly close to a good result but was ultimately unsuccessful—our
images lacked Coburn’s uniform sharp focus, their symmetry wasn’t properly tight, and,
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working on his own one morning, Gregory was abruptly inspired to try a new tactic. He
realized that the problem we were trying to solve in Eastman #39 was not very different
from the one we had already overcome in Eastman #18, the portrait of Ezra Pound. To
produce a composition featuring two nearly identical images, why not shoot the crystals
as we had shot the portrait, with a mirror placed right at the camera lens? This idea
allowed Gregory to swiftly simplify our setup and achieve the crisp, uncluttered
simplicity of Coburn’s picture [figs. 158, 159]. From this result it seems clear that the
flat-on, side-by-side symmetry in Eastman #39 arises from a now familiar technique:
with the lens and the mirror in nearly the same location, differences in focal distance and
point of view between the “real” image and the reflection are minimized. Since this
photograph does not include a brightly radiant background, there is no need to add a dark
object to block excess light, as we had found to be necessary when reproducing Coburn’s
portrait of Pound. Our reconstruction does not replicate the dark, blurry feature in the
background of Coburn’s image, but this is likely a distant object whose reflection was
caught in a mirror. It seems to fall into the general category of incidental environmental
effects described earlier.
As Gregory and I had hoped, this explanation of Eastman #39 suggests that
Coburn used a common technique for the group of similar Vortographs identified above.
The strict symmetry of each of these images quite likely comes from a mirror placed
directly against the lens of Coburn’s camera. This inference applies equally to analogous
Vortographic portraits of Pound in addition to Eastman #18, including #10, #55, and #56,
most concerning of all, the complex reflections inside the triangular tube of mirrors
always made for an unduly chaotic background [figs. 155–157].
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all of which are strongly symmetrical compositions [figs. 18–21]. This method seems to
have been employed for both portrait and abstract Vortographs, but insofar as Coburn’s
abstract work also includes significantly more complicated pictures, which were
apparently created using a range of other techniques (as seen in Eastman #31.0020, #5,
and beyond), it is most likely that the portraits came earlier, after the early experiments
now recorded largely in negatives, but before the better-known body of Vortographs.
Without either dating inscribed on the prints and negatives or more orderly accounting by
Coburn or Pound this must remain only a conjecture, but it seems quite possible that
Coburn would have developed the technique of placing a mirror against his lens while
shooting portraits, then applied it to crystals in service of abstract pictures, and after that
expanded into other more intricate methods with crystals. At any rate, putting
chronological ordering aside, Coburn would have found many advantages in placing a
mirror immediately in front of his camera lens. The technique was simple and its results
could be observed and conveniently adjusted by looking through a ground glass viewer. It
allowed for symmetry, which could bring a sense of order and intention to compositions
that might otherwise become chaotic (although the artist certainly embraced such chaos
in other Vortographs). And, perhaps most crucially, this technique allowed Coburn to
utilize mirror images without creating predictable patterns of reflection that would be
familiar to his viewers and thereby undo the confusion and allure of his pictures.
Combined, the virtues of this approach evince Coburn’s impressive ability to
create appealing and thoroughly beguiling abstract photographs with an economy of
means. Broadly, the processes behind the Vortographs were highly creative,
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experimental, practical, varied, and indeed unpredictable. Having now worked with
cameras, mirrors, and crystals in a similar fashion myself, I think it is particularly
important to stress the last of these aspects. Unexpected results abound. While Gregory
and I built our reconstructions, the slightest alteration—the adding, subtracting, rotating,
or shifting of any element of the scene to be photographed—could and frequently did
have surprising and drastic visual consequences. While this made recreating Coburn’s
techniques a sensitive and sometimes frustrating endeavor, I expect that this same
property made creating the Vortographs a thoroughly exciting and enjoyable enterprise.
After becoming accustomed to a photographic art that entailed trekking hard miles with
heavy gear to find the right view or coaxing a portrait subject into the right attitude, and
always being limited to making pictures from the appearances already available in the
world around him, Coburn now discovered the possibility of fashioning wholly
unfamiliar works of photography, despite being largely confined to working in his home
amid wartime restrictions. As he remarked at the Vortographs’ debut in 1917, a
photographer could now stay inside by the fire yet have “all the country of the unknown
stretched out before them.”291 This newly-discovered combination of ease and possibility
must have seemed both paradoxical and wondrous. Moreover, Coburn was not bound to
any pre-existing goals or limitations, as Gregory and I were in our efforts to copy his
work. Instead, he was free to pursue excitement and even play. If he was insufficiently
pleased by what he saw in an image, a nudge here or a twist there might yield a wholly
different set of prospects to explore and refine. In 1947, the artist wrote a letter to
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Beaumont Newhall and recalled “I greatly enjoyed making these Vortographs, for the
patterns amazed and fascinated me!”292 In a 1962 address he similarly described “the
thrill that their making had given me… the enthusiasm in the adventure of their original
creation.”293 And back in 1916, with an even greater sense of fervor, Coburn had likened
the expansive potential of abstract photography to “black magic.”294

Disorientation in the Vortographs (and dazzle camouflage)
As my work with Gregory confirmed, many central aspects of the Vortographs—
their compositions, their aesthetic appeal, the selection of the tools used to create them—
revolve around their capacity to evade stable interpretation. Just months after Coburn had
explored visual disorientation in service of photography, creating his Vortographs in the
winter of 1916 and ‘17, a fellow artist named Norman Wilkinson aimed to harness
similar phenomena to directly aid the British war effort. Though Wilkinson’s creation,
known as “dazzle camouflage” [figs. 160, 161], was not broadly implemented until late
1917 and therefore could not have inspired the Vortographs, it functions as a truly apt
analogy that helps to further explain the beguiling effects that Coburn evidently sought in
his pictures.295 Indeed, Coburn himself knew and was impressed by dazzle; when Max
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Weber contemplated turning his skills toward camouflage painting to aid the American
war effort in 1918, the photographer responded by noting that none other than the
Vorticist artist Edward Wadsworth “is in the Camouflage department of the Navy, doing
extrodinary [sic] things. It is good to hear of the right man getting the right job.”296 By
the time Coburn wrote this response in October 1918 he cannot have been referring to
anything but dazzle, as Wadsworth had by that time supervised the scheme’s application
to over two thousand ships—fittingly, in a style that resembled his own Vorticist work
[figs. 95, 96].297
Wilkinson, an academically trained marine painter and illustrator, conceived of
dazzle in early 1917 while serving in the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve and assigned to
serve on ships conducting anti-submarine patrols. He knew firsthand that his country was
suffering significant losses under Germany’s campaign of unrestricted submarine
warfare, which had reopened in January 1917. By April, German U-Boats were sinking
an average of thirteen merchant ships every day, starving Britain of vital supplies.298 One
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look at dazzle camouflage makes it clear that Wilkinson’s solution was certainly not to
render British ships invisible, and in fact he often refrained from using the word
“camouflage,” concerned that it would give the wrong impression.299 Instead, he recalled
that on the way back from a weekend’s furlough
I suddenly got the idea that since it was impossible to paint a ship so that she
could not be seen by a submarine, the extreme opposite was the answer—in other
words, to paint her not for low visibility, but in such a way as to break up her
form and thus confuse a submarine officer as the course on which she was
heading.300
Such misapprehension could make all the difference in an encounter with a U-Boat, as a
submarine’s crew typically had less than a minute to carry out a torpedo strike before the
submerged vessel’s wake would reveal its position and enable a counterattack.301
Moreover, torpedoes of the day were slow and therefore had to be aimed at a point to
which the target vessel was headed. As an enemy seaman hastily looked through their
periscope, camouflage that succeeded in distorting their view could force them to
abandon the attack entirely; to misdirect their torpedo so that it missed the targeted
vessel; or to unwittingly aim at a less vulnerable part of the ship, thereby permitting an
escape or the mounting of a counteroffensive even if the torpedo struck [fig. 162].302
Naval records from World War I are insufficient to establish how much dazzle
camouflage decreased the success of German submarine expeditions, but its effectiveness
seemed to be demonstrable, as one rich anecdote confirms. While serving as the head of
the U.S. towards entering the war. Taylor, Dazzle: Disguise and Disruption in War and
Art, 26.
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the Navy’s Dazzle Section in October 1917, Wilkinson was pleased to give a
demonstration to no less august a visitor than King George V. The section had acquired a
periscope and used it to test the efficacy of potential designs painted onto scale models
[fig. 163]. George had served in the Navy and was therefore no easy mark, but when he
was convinced that a model seen through the periscope was heading south by west,
Wilkinson was proud to show him that its actual course was east south east. The King
confessed that without this practical test “I would not have believed I could have been so
deceived.”303
Whether it was used to foil a German submariner or the King of England,
Wilkinson’s own illustrations show why dazzle camouflage may well have been
effective. A particularly compelling page of illustrations that he contributed to the 1922
edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica shows two views of the same ship at the seen
angle, with and without a dazzle covering [fig. 164]. In the plain version the vessel’s
uniform gray paint job and the easily legible shadows cast upon it make it easy to identify
the ship’s guns, windows, and other physical features—as well as the course that it is
steering. Alternatively, the bedazzled ship appears drastically flattened. Shadows and
other perspectival cues are masked, the vertical edge of the bow is concealed among false
vertical lines, and the masts and smokestack seem almost to merge together. While
Wilkinson may have exaggerated the power of his innovation in this rendering by
omitting details from the dazzle-covered ship, similar effects are also apparent in actual
photographs of vessels in dazzle camouflage. In a 1918 photograph of the SS West
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Mahomet, for example [fig. 161], I have a genuinely hard time determining the shape of
the vessel’s bow and understanding exactly how it recedes into the ship’s right side. The
points where the black and white bars alternate form vertical lines that (especially in the
instance situated second from the right) look like protruding angles in the hull’s surface
that did not physically exist. Further aft, diagonal striping applied to the hull lines up with
bands on the superstructure above, obscuring the point where each ends and the other
begins, and also disguising the orientation of the superstructure’s surfaces. Visual effects
like these, disorienting during an extended inspection of a static photograph, must have
been bewildering in a rapid glance through a periscope at a moving vessel on the ocean.
The Vortographs trade in many of these same effects. Eastman #42 makes for an
apt comparison [fig. 6]. A glance at this picture suggests that a mirror reflection runs
through the image horizontally, explaining why the lower half of the print appears to
repeat the upper half, but with additional blurring and ghost images. However, closer
inspection reveals that there are three oval-shaped areas of crystal along the right side of
the image. If there were four such masses, it might be possible to interpret one pair as
“real” and the other as reflected. Since there are three, the reflection might run through
the middle of the central crystal shape, but this shape is not vertically symmetrical and
therefore cannot contain a simple horizontal divide between reflections. Moreover, the
upper and lower crystal shapes each appear to be angled diagonally up and to the right.
They are nearly parallel, but if one were a mirror reflection of the other they would be at
opposing angles. Nevertheless, thanks to the picture’s many other seemingly mirrored
features, the general sense that there must be some reflection in the image remains, and
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the search for a horizontal dividing line that will explain the composition is all the more
pressing. But, just like the vertical edge of Wilkinson’s bow, which disappears among
other vertical lines, the true edges and positions of Coburn’s crystals and mirrors hide
among one another. The parallel horizontal lines in this image offer an overabundance of
possible locations for the crucial mirror divide, muddling considerations even further. It
becomes extremely difficult to evaluate different candidate lines while also keeping the
rest of the picture’s numerous idiosyncrasies in mind. It is even difficult to tell whether
the objects that these horizontal lines describe protruded toward the camera, receded
away, or stood flat to the lens. As with dazzle camouflage, visual incident here is not
invisible but hyper-visible, actively creating confusion rather than passively avoiding
detection. Eventually, bullied by the strain of this visual barrage, I find surrender to be
the most appealing option.304 With no means to securely orient this image, to determine
its scale, or to deduce how it was made simply by looking and thinking, I give up on
knowing more about the picture than what it most immediately presents. I can generally
see that it was made with crystals and mirrors, but since I do not know their size or sort or
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Here it is only honest to mention that Gregory and I did not attempt to reconstruct a
number of particularly illegible Vortographs, and Eastman #42 is one of them. Our
general strategy was to begin with images in which we could find some workable starting
point, with the hope that the process of solving relatively easier problems would furnish
methods that we could apply to more inscrutable and difficult cases. This approach was
based on the assumption that either Coburn reused and recombined techniques from one
Vortograph to the next, or that we would at least discover broadly applicable principles as
we went along. The former and more optimistic of these suppositions proved to be true in
some instances—as I have already discussed, our means for reconstructing Eastman #39
[figs. 5, 158] do indeed provide insight into a variety of additional Vortographs [e.g. figs.
3, 4, 7, 8, 10]. With some truly confounding pictures like Eastman #42, however, we did
not succeed in finding so helpful a parallel, and so the necessary foundation for an
attempt at reconstruction never materialized.
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position, I can hardly take this as a very specific property. Inference comes to feel
useless. Instead, finally, I begin to concentrate more directly on what Coburn would have
called “the space filling qualities of the picture.”
Before considering the Vortographs in compositional terms, however, it is
important to note that the sort of disorientation provoked by Eastman #42 appears
consistently throughout Coburn’s abstract pictures, and that it arises because of conscious
decisions that he made in constructing the images—employing mirrors and crystals,
tangling optical elements together, pursuing complex arrangements. The artist most
certainly sought to generate visual confusion. Richard Cork, amid what I find to be the
most engaging visual description of the Vortographs in the secondary literature, makes a
statement that I have quoted earlier: “these compositions defy all efforts to identify
Coburn’s subjects, juggling as they do with one image and its reflection, setting the
whole complex of glinting shapes to float in an ingeniously undefined spatial area.”305
Cork’s suggestion that “all efforts” to fully understand the Vortographs are doomed to
failure seems unduly pessimistic, but otherwise his characterization is fitting. While it
includes some milder language, I would like to draw attention to his use of the word
“defy,” as well as a series of terms that I have employed: confusion, bullied, barrage,
surrender. These terms are apropos in descriptions of the Vortographs, and they all have
in common a quality of aggression. The analogy with dazzle camouflage shows not only
that the Vortographs share many elements of visual strategy with a contemporaneous
technique, but also that their address to viewers shares a great deal with a technology of
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war. Quite unlike Coburn’s earlier work, they do not leave viewers to marinate in an air
of gentle mystery, nor do they bear benignly decorative compositions that lilt across
one’s aesthetic sensibilities. They do retain the artist’s feathery blurs and glossy plays of
light, but even with these smoother features they are made to reach out and mount a first
strike against viewers’ perceptions. They are confrontational pictures.
This is not to say that the Vortographs were meant to assert bellicose political
views. Coburn’s unambiguous position that the Great War was a “brutal, unnecessary,
criminally foolish” conflict takes clear precedence here, along with his humanitarian
work with the Snapshots from Home League and his wartime preference for refuge in the
rural arts community of Harlech. Still, it seems quite plausible that the war pushed
Coburn to go beyond the boundaries of his previous work. This impetus seems to have
taken some time to reach a full boil. As quoted earlier, in 1915 Coburn wrote to Max
Weber that “Only things heroic can live in these times.” In the same breath he gave an
example from his own recent work: “prints for the Royal Photographic Society’s
exhibition ‘Peace and War.’”306 However, the “heroic” potential of these two pictures
(which I have been unable to locate) seems minimal: a review acknowledges their topical
subject matter but points out that “they have all got the Coburn charm, are decorative.”307
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Pictures described as “charming” and “decorative” do not sound like especially apt
responses to the dramatic state of a continent at war. If they merely led viewers from
violent subject matter to mild aesthetic appreciation, these works would not have fully
satisfied the ambitions that the photographer had declared in his letter, and he likely
would have wanted to go further. Though he had known Pound and the Vorticists since
1914, perhaps aligning more closely with the hard-charging group—collaborating with
one of its leaders and titling bold new works in its name—was a means for Coburn to
move toward his self-imposed goal of creating a fitting reaction to the war. The
Vortographs could function as avant-garde not only in an artistic sense, but in a more
literal sense as well—advancing photography into abstraction would be a properly heroic
step. The pictures’ combative address to viewers can thus be seen as a double-edged
conceptual strategy, setting an aggressive tone that Coburn likely found necessary and
appropriate in rising to the occasion of the Great War, while also enabling the
Vortographs’ pioneering abstraction by sowing visual confusion.
As for my retreat away from confusion and into the space-filling qualities of the
Vortographs, this strategy offers, at best, a temporary and unstable reprieve. As I
mentioned in the previous section, the desire to make sense of the pictures and the
methods behind them arises instinctively—the human visual system is hardwired to seek
a coherent understanding of three-dimensional space. When a viewer meets the
Vortographs, this impulse only leads them into disorientation, but still it cannot be
resisted entirely. Nevertheless, there are many arresting graphic aspects to dwell upon
when one can manage. The broad compositional strategies in the images are highly
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diverse—sometimes a central convergence of lines or a bright area serves as an anchor,
sometimes there is no such focal point; some prints contain broad and lush gradients of
value, some are marked all over with intensive density of visual incident. In keeping with
Coburn’s devotion to his teacher Arthur Wesley Dow and his interest in Dow’s concept
of notan (a personal adaptation of a Japanese term, referring for Dow to changes in value
used not for modeling, as in chiaroscuro, but instead for graphic composition), the
pictures are just as likely to be given structure by bright highlights and deep shadows as
by lines. They contain dynamic diagonals and tight, staccato repetitions, but also subtle
symmetries, pervasive asymmetries (thanks to ghost images and other distortions), and
glancing overlaps where two shapes all but melt together.
Cork describes the pictures as “almost formless, concentrating on the bewildering
play of light and dissolving everything in their field of vision into gossamer.”308 In small
passages where this evanescence finds balance with exacting photographic detail, the
results are especially captivating. For example, time and again I have found myself
particularly drawn to the lower right section of Eastman #26 [figs. 2, 165]. Here the long
edge of a pane of glass is caught in sharp focus, while the surface beyond it very quickly
blurs into the distance. As this edge reaches the vertical border of the frame to the right,
its acuteness dissipates, not from any lack of optical sharpness but from a bright intensity
of white light. Caught between these two forms of nullification are the dents and
scratches in the glass, rendered with scintillating acuity. Floating below the pane’s edge
is a group of luminous horizontal bars (blurred) and half-circle shapes (some blurred,
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some quite sharply defined). This group’s lower and left-hand boundaries form a right
angle that almost perfectly echoes the lower-left corner of the photograph, providing a
compositional rhyme that integrates this section into the entire image. Moreover, the spot
where the luminous group’s lower boundary meets the glass pane is right where the value
of that surface most decisively shifts from legible mid-tones on the left to blown out
white on the right. The brink of this shift moves up and to the left along the pane at an
angle opposite and congruent to the intersection formed by edge of the glass pane and the
lower boundary of the luminous group below, harmonizing this passage with a partial
symmetry (one that is not made directly by the use of mirrors, but nevertheless
conceptually accords with the mirror symmetry which drives the Vortographs).
Additionally, with the luminous group set against a deep black void and the darker
triangle of legible glass set against its own disappearance into bright white, the two are
locked together in a play of part and whole based in value. With its “x within Y/y within
X” arrangement, this instance of notan reminds me of the Chinese Taiji diagram, better
known in the West at the “Yin-Yang” symbol. Given their shared interest in East Asian
art and culture, Dow and Coburn would likely be sympathetic to this association. I can
scarcely explain all of these visual intricacies, most of which seem incidental to the
broader composition of Eastman #26. Were their relationships formed intentionally or by
pure coincidence? After my progress with Gregory I am loathe to declare any aspect of
the Vortographs inexplicable, but here I may have to accede to the term.
If I may be allowed the indulgence of one last observation on this delicate portion
of Eastman #26, as the edge of the pane of glass moves from legible space and defined
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detail on the left and into blown out white on the right, it seems to twist. To the left the
thin face of the glass appears to lean slightly downward, whereas to the right the same
face appears as a flat gray bar, caught between extremes of white and black above and
below. The image thus carries this feature from tangible physicality into graphic
abstraction. Would it be a stretch to describe this continuum as a metaphor for the visual
circumstances that Coburn contended with and aimed to address through his abstract
pictures? Familiar photographic space is not so far from flattened abstraction as one
might think. A total embrace of the latter might alienate it from the former, while the
continuity between the two offers the possibility of reconciliation. Coburn sought to
position the Vortographs at the proper tipping point. His reasons were visual (in service
of compositional dynamism through tension) and conceptual (in service of a comment on
his chosen medium, as I will discuss in the next chapter). As attention vacillates between
the quiet reveries induced by small passages like this one and the larger and louder
clashes and disorientations of the Vortographs, the series’ full range of possibilities
comes into focus.

181
CHAPTER 3
The Vortographs in Discursive Context
I have already quoted Allan Sekula’s perceptive text “On the Invention of
Photographic Meaning” for its insights into the work of Alfred Stieglitz, but I would like
to begin this chapter with some of Sekula’s more general observations, which relate
directly to the enticing title of his essay. In searching for a means to interpret photographs
by Stieglitz and his contemporary Lewis Hine, Sekula suggests a variety of different and
competing possibilities: consideration in terms of similarity, difference, narrative,
composition, etc. He comes to an impasse, however, when he recognizes that the choice
among these interpretive strategies could easily have little to do with the pictures he
intends to scrutinize:
The problem I am confronted with is that every move I could possibly make
within these reading systems devolves almost immediately into a literary
invention with a trivial relation to the artifacts at hand. The image is appropriated
as the object of a secondary artwork, a literary artwork with the illusory status of
“criticism.”309
Pausing at this crossroads, Sekula has a powerful realization:
…the photograph, as it stands alone, presents merely the possibility of meaning.
Only by its embeddedness in a concrete discourse situation can the photograph
yield a clear semantic outcome. Any given photograph is conceivably open to
appropriation by a range of “texts,” each new discourse situation generating its
own set of messages.… it is impossible to even conceive of an actual photograph
in a “free-state,” unattached to a system of validation and support, that is, to a
discourse.310
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Sekula, “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning,” 39. Always conscious of the
broader social implications of his discussion, Sekula smartly adds that “Even the
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When considering a photograph, a viewer always brings some point of view to bear and
thereby always creates a “discourse situation.” Hence, a photograph cannot be observed
in a “free-state,” and there is no absolute and external position from which one might
make a secure interpretation. Any analysis will necessarily be formed through some
discourse or other, among many available possibilities. But if the challenge for an
interpreter is to choose their approach intentionally and with good reason, a photograph’s
internal features offer little guidance. Later in his essay, through a cryptic but evocative
assertion that “photographs appear as messages in the void of nature,” Sekula seems to
suggest that photography, compared to other forms of art, is particularly unmoored and
open to many sorts of understanding. Because photographs are so directly and
immediately derived from the physical world, the contexts that shaped their creation may
scarcely register, or even be invisible. This accords with Walter Benjamin’s conception
of the “optical unconscious,” which I have mentioned earlier; the visual form of a
photograph may hardly reflect the conscious intentions of its photographer. In other
words, by themselves, photographs do not provide evidence of the intentions behind
them. In seeking to provide a meaningful interpretation in spite of photography’s
disconnectedness, Sekula finally stakes out a more grounded approach for his inquiry into
Stieglitz and Hine:
How then are we to build a criticism that can account for the differences or
similarities in the semantic structures of the Hine and Stieglitz photographs? It
seems that only by beginning to uncover the social and historical context of the
two photographers can we begin to acquire an understanding of meaning as

‘tourist sensibility’ directed at the photograph. Such an invention, as we have seen, is the
denial of invention, the denial of the critic's status as social actor.”
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related to intention. The question to be answered is this: what, in the broadest
sense, was the original rhetorical function of the Stieglitz and the Hine?311
This is not to say that a less rooted sort of criticism is necessarily an illegitimate form of
engagement with a photograph. In Sekula’s earlier terms, a “secondary artwork” or
“literary invention” of this kind can be highly artful, inventive, and even revelatory.312
For Sekula, however, the recovery of a photograph’s original discursive context is the
only way to find meaning that is not arbitrarily assigned.
In this chapter, I will follow Sekula’s lead by seeking the original rhetorical
function of Alvin Langdon Coburn’s Vortographs. In doing so, I will chart not only the
manner by which Coburn presented his novel abstract work to the public, but also which
audience he chose to address—which discursive situation he chose to enter—and how
that audience responded to his efforts. From there, I will also consider two additional
contexts that overlap with this situation: the Vorticist movement and Coburn’s growing
interest in religious mysticism.

Coburn Presents his Vortographs (and his paintings)
Once Coburn had created the first Vortographs, it did not take him long to
determine that he should present them to the public. This is borne out in Ezra Pound’s
first two letters about the new work: first to his father on September 22, 1916 (“Coburn
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and I have invented vortography”) and then to John Quinn on October 13 (“ Coburn dont
[sic] want much talk about it until he has had his first show”). The second statement
establishes Coburn’s desire for secrecy, but it also indicates that around three weeks into
the project the idea of an exhibition was already a foregone conclusion. Coburn wrote to
Max Weber on November 9, mentioning the prospect of a show in the new year and
adding “It has been so long since I have exhibited that it will seem very strange.”313
Coburn must have judged that the Vortographs were novel, impressive, or important
enough to constitute a significant development in his career, spurring his drive toward
public display.
Before exhibiting the Vortographs, however, Coburn authored a general essay on
abstract photography for the 1916 edition of Photograms of the Year, a long-running
annual survey of British pictorialism then edited by F.J. Mortimer.314 Coburn had known
Mortimer for at least a decade. Indeed, in his highly-successful 1906 exhibition at the
Royal Photographic Society, Coburn displayed a portrait of Mortimer as part of his series
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depicting the editors of prominent photographic publications—a savvy bit of flattery and
networking by Coburn, the striving hustler.315 Moreover, in a 1909 letter, Mortimer had
asked Coburn to write 250 words on “the future of pictorial photography and what is
necessary if we [the British] would hold and retain the lead.”316 Coburn did not take
Mortimer up on this invitation at the time, but it was likely no coincidence that his 1916
essay was called “The Future of Pictorial Photography.” This was not a perfectly clear or
direct title for a text introducing and promoting abstract photography, but when Coburn
requested space to discuss this unconventional topic he seems to have selected a title that
would hold Mortimer to the very letter of his invitation from seven years earlier.
Before delving into the content of “The Future of Pictorial Photography,” it is first
necessary to discuss both its purpose and the timing of its publication. Coburn built his
argument for abstract photography from the ground up, and he almost certainly intended
the near-manifesto to prepare his audience for the coming presentation of the abstract
work he was already developing. The artist did not mention the Vortographs, but this
seems accordant with his desire to keep their particulars a secret until their unveiling at
exhibition. Instead, having resolved to exhibit abstract work, it is understandable that
Coburn deemed it necessary to first warm the British photographic community to the
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very idea of abstraction in their medium.317 Indeed, Coburn had already experienced the
unfavorable reception of his other kinds of adventurous pictures. His portrait of Bernard
Shaw posed as Le Penseur, The Octopus, his multiple-exposure depictions of Pound and
de Zayas, etc. had been branded as “jokes” or “freaks” by the photographic press, and
they received shallower critical consideration as a result. In presenting new work that
would benefit from more considered engagement, he likely hoped to avoid a similar
outcome. His insistence in the text on his own plain honesty—“I ask you earnestly” and
“What we need in photography is more sincerity”—was no mere rhetorical tic. It shows
that Coburn anticipated that abstract photography would seem far-fetched even in
317

Though it is less essential to know when Coburn wrote the essay, this remains an
interesting open question. No drafts of the text or documents about its preparation are
known to exist, and since Coburn does not specifically discuss the Vortographs in the
tract it could have been written either before or after he turned abstract photography from
general concept to specific execution. Anne McCauley claims that Coburn wrote the
essay “immediately prior to his experiments with Pound” but provides neither a rationale
nor a citation in doing so. Most other writers either claim or imply that Coburn wrote the
text after making at least some of the Vortographs, also without specific evidence. It is
worth noting that Coburn ended the essay with a proposal for an open exhibition of
abstract photography, and this seems somewhat at cross purposes with his one-person
exhibition of the Vortographs at the Camera Club, so perhaps he wrote the essay before
having that show in mind. Then again, he had an express desire to keep the Vortographs
secret, so maybe the proposal for a different exhibition was sincere but also good cover—
a way to coherently complete the essay without having to mention the Vortographs.
Personally, I suspect that Coburn would not have written this near-manifesto promoting
abstract photography without already having some worthwhile examples on hand or at
least specifically in mind—why risk endorsing an unknown and potentially fruitless
venture? But this remains only a suspicion. Regardless, it is possible to make a much
more conclusive and superseding conclusion: Given that Photograms of the Year 1916
ultimately did not go to press until late December (more on this shortly), Coburn would
likely have had ample time to revise the essay after making his first Vortographs and
before the text had to be finalized. Whether the essay was initially meant to serve
photographs that were yet hypothetical or already realized, by the time Coburn was
organizing his Camera Club show he would have expected Photograms of the Year 1916
to appear before the opening and thus to announce his intentions. McCauley, “Witch
Work: Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 160–161.
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principle, let alone in actuality. Coburn apparently hoped that, by the time his initial
exhibition of Vortography opened in February 1917, his essay would have paved the way
for public understanding of his abstractions.
Coburn’s likely aim for “The Future of Pictorial Photography” makes the
circumstances of the text’s publication especially unfortunate. While scholars have
previously assumed that Photograms of the Year 1916 was, like its many predecessors,
distributed on schedule at the end of its titular year, this was not the case. The difficulties
of publishing in wartime delayed its appearance. In addition to his annual review, F.J.
Mortimer also edited the weekly Amateur Photographer & Photographic News, and
there, in his regular column on January 1, 1917, he informed eager readers of the
“considerable difficulties we have encountered in regard to the question of paper and
blocks used in the production of this annual volume,” but reassured them that “the
volume is not only now in the press but will be published shortly.”318 Ultimately it was
not until February 5 that the AP&PN announced in a simple notice that the new volume
was ready for circulation.319 The following week Mortimer apologized both that the
publication was “delayed a week or two longer this year than was anticipated,” and that
“owing to shortage of labour and difficulties of transit it is not always possible to fill
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these orders promptly.”320 Any plan that Coburn had for a gradual rollout of abstract
photography—with his essay laying the groundwork for the presentation of his art—was
thus foiled. The exhibition of Vortographs opened on February 8, while the earliest
review of Photograms of the Year 1916 appeared on February 23.321 These circumstances
explain why I have discovered no review of the Vortographs’ debut that mentions the
artist’s written justification for abstraction. This also helps to explain why reviews of the
show were overwhelmingly negative, and why Coburn’s audience was so baffled by his
new work (more on this later). To use a wartime analogy, Coburn’s Vortographs charged
into battle without the assistance of covering fire, which might have aided their advance.
Had events unfolded according to plan, the presentation of the Vortographs would
have been bolstered first by the essay’s opening statements, which claimed a strong
alliance with modernist artists in other media. Coburn began by saying that “An artist is a
man who tries to express the inexpressible,” echoing his earlier embrace of vague,
elusive, and open-ended effects in photography. He then shifted to argue that art “is
always progressing and advancing, as man’s intelligence expands in the light of more
perfect knowledge,” evoking ceaseless avant-garde development toward an ever-closer
yet unreachable goal. As current exemplars, he named Henri Matisse, Igor Stravinsky,
and Gertrude Stein in painting, music, and literature respectively, concluding “if we are
alive to the spirit of our time it is these moderns who interest us. They are striving,
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reaching out towards the future.”322 With this established, Coburn made his first
provocations: “being interested particularly in photography, it has occurred to me, why
should not the camera throw off the shackles of conventional representation and attempt
something fresh and untried?” The argument was at this point a bit premature. Coburn
had laid out the means to claim that photography should, as much as other media, aim for
the “fresh and untried,” but he had not yet established why abstraction in particular would
be the right sort of new photography to pursue. In the essay’s next lines, his suggestions
to avoid representation and to try movement studies, multiple exposures, or neglected
angles of perspective were perhaps inciting, but they lacked specific justification. His last
bit of imploring here added further enthusiasm but relied simply upon an expectation of
pleasure: “Think of the joy of doing something which it would be impossible to classify,
or tell which was the top and which the bottom!”323
Doubling back to secure a stronger logical basis for photographic abstraction,
Coburn quoted a number of lines from his friend Max Weber’s recently-published Essays
on Art, in which the painter advanced the idea that visual art, like music, should “express
moods that stir the emotion from within” and thus progress toward things ethereal,
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intangible, and non-representational. Aligning with Walter Pater’s oft-quoted declaration
that “All art constantly aspires towards the condition of music,” this offered some reason
for why one could expect forward-looking photography to be abstract. But the strongest
portion of Coburn’s argument came next and in his own words:
We think of the camera as a rather material means of self-expression—if we think
about it at all; but is it really? Pause for a moment and consider the mysterious
quality of light registering itself in sensitised gelatine—all the scientific poetry in
the words “latent image.” In the days when men were burned at the stake for
practising “black magic” the photographer would have been an undoubted victim
if it had been invented in those dark times; but now every “nipper” has a
“Brownie,” and a photograph is as common as a box of matches—perhaps even
more so, this being war time! Photography is too easy in a superficial way, and in
consequence is treated slightingly by people who ought to know better. One does
not consider Music an inferior art simply because little Mary can play a scale.
What we need in photography is more sincerity, more respect for our medium and
less respect for its decayed conventions.324
This section is so astute that I find it compelling even today in 2022—with a smartphone
in every pocket, a camera in every smartphone, and photography’s “black magic” quite
remote indeed, perhaps the passage is more compelling than ever. Here Coburn finally
validated his aim “to be as abstract as possible with the camera,” not because so many
modernists were doing likewise in other media, but because this undertaking offered a
means for photographers to reconnect with the full depth, mystery, and potential of their
work, as Coburn’s heroes like Cameron and Hill had been able to do when the medium
itself was “fresh and untried.”325 The shock of abstraction would prevent photography
from being taken for granted by anyone: neither photographers nor viewers would be able
324
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to fall back on convention, as they might if facing only changes in subject matter or
minor adjustments in technique.
With this vigorous justification established, Coburn set about bringing the essay
to its conclusion in two ways. First, he suggested additional means to make abstract
pictures: microscopic photography, the use of prisms, and again multiple exposures.
Notably, he disclosed nothing about the processes of Vortography. And, following his
longstanding distaste for “hand-work or manipulations,” all of Coburn’s suggestions
could be realized through a “workmanlike” pairing of camera and lens, with no
cameraless techniques or manipulated printing processes—such techniques were
incompatible with his consistent understanding of photography as a medium.326 In
keeping with his interest in composition, he also noted that “A sense of design is, of
course, all important.”
Second, Coburn warned that, without innovation, “photography will stagnate… if
it is not possible to be ‘modern’ with the newest of all the arts, we had better bury our
black boxes.” He exhorted his colleagues to “Wake up!” to “Do something outrageously
bad if you like, but let it be freshly seen,” and to avoid the “unthinkable dullness” of
academic work. In the essay’s last line he combines these admonitions with a more
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optimistic sense of promise: “it is my hope that photography may fall in line with all the
other arts, and with her infinite possibilities, do things stranger and more fascinating than
the most fantastic dreams.”327 If in 1909 Coburn had been intuitively working his way
through precursors to photographic abstraction in pictures such as The Octopus, driven by
new ideas that he could not fully explain, in 1917 he was able to state his intentions
clearly in words. He was now equipped to plunge into the new and the unknown with
lucid understanding.
While Coburn was preparing this insistent but ill-fated document and most likely
still shooting more Vortographs, he was also searching for a venue for the premier of his
new work. It seems that an opportunity arose quite quickly, as, in his November 9 letter
to Weber, he wrote that he was already “expecting to give an exhibition of abstract
photographs… at the Camera Club early in the new year.”328 The name is rather generic,
but the photographer was referring to the Camera Club in London. Sadly, the Club’s
archive was lost in a World War II bombing, and no primary documents pertaining to the
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planning of the show are known to be extant.329 In Coburn’s autobiography, however, he
explained that “I was invited to hold a one-man show at the Camera Club in London…
and agreed on condition that I could hang whatever I liked.”330 Just as he had given
himself room to do what he liked by proposing to write an essay on “The Future of
Pictorial Photography” to F.J. Mortimer, this open-ended arrangement with the Camera
Club enabled Coburn to push abstract photography past the opposition of his colleagues.
That resistance is reflected in remarks that Walter Thomas, an officer of the Club and in
charge of its exhibitions, later made after a lecture by Coburn in 1924. An unnamed
correspondent for The Photographic Journal reported Thomas’s comments this way:
“During the war there was some difficulty in keeping up the unbroken succession of
monthly exhibitions at the Camera Club, and when, to fill a gap, an exhibition of Mr.
Coburn’s vortographs was arranged—well, as Secretary of those exhibitions, [Thomas]
felt thankful that he was still alive.”331 This does not confirm Coburn’s entire account of
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securing the venue, but Thomas’s fear that he would face reprisals for having allowed the
exhibition certainly lends credence to the idea that Coburn got away with something
unusual and controversial in the very arrangement of the show.
Given the less than perfectly hospitable attitude of the Camera Club, why did
Coburn pursue such a difficult course? Were there other, more welcoming locations in
London where he might have shown the Vortographs under less resistance? Indeed, a
handful of Britain’s progressive contemporary art galleries remained open throughout
World War I, and it would very likely have been possible for Coburn to present the
Vortographs in an avant-garde setting, rather than a primarily photographic
establishment.332 Among the galleries that stayed in operation, the clearest choice for
Coburn would have been the Goupil Gallery, where he had debuted The Octopus and the
rest of his “New York from Its Pinnacles” series in 1913. Goupil indeed promoted a wide
range of avant-garde work—in 1914 they hosted the first exhibition of the London
Group, which included many of the Vorticists, alongside members of the Camden Town
Group and the Bloomsbury circle.333 The Gallery’s business suffered during the war but
nevertheless continued, and in December 1916 they showed further work by (nonVorticist) members of the London Group.334 If Coburn had chosen to show again at the
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Goupil Gallery, he might have needed to postpone his opening to find space in the
Gallery’s schedule of exhibitions, but doing so might well have provided more
welcoming collaborators and even a more sympathetic audience than were attracted to the
Camera Club, where it was reported that the attendees at his opening were nearly all
photographers rather than avant-garde artists or patrons.335
It seems, however, that Coburn was determined to present the Vortographs
directly to his fellow photographers, swimming against the current of their skepticism all
the way. This is not to say that he did not perceive the connections between his abstract
work and the broader British and European avant-garde. After all, he had followed
Pound’s advice to evoke “Vorticism” in naming his pictures “Vortographs,” and he
accepted the pioneering poet’s help in promoting them.336 But no record exists suggesting
that he considered a venue other than the Camera Club for the first show of his abstract
work, and despite receiving an almost entirely unfavorable reception there he went on to
exhibit the Vortographs at the very similar Scottish Photographic Pictorial Circle in
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Glasgow two months later.337 Likewise, Coburn only offered comments on abstraction to
periodicals focused on photography, and his exhibitions in London and Glasgow were
covered almost exclusively by the photographic press.338 This focus is in keeping with
“The Future of Pictorial Photography,” an essay about the potential of photography and
very specifically directed at photographers, urging them to desist from greeting
experimental work with “sneers and laughter,” to be “alive to the spirit of progress,” and
to “realize the possibilities of the camera.”339 Indeed, Coburn’s program for bringing the
Vortographs into public view was designed to continue his longstanding efforts to
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advance the medium of photography, not modern art in general. His rhetoric was
consistent. He pledged to “retain the purely photographic qualities” in 1908, declared
“photography is the most modern of the arts” in 1911, urged photographers to “break
away from the worn-out conventions” in 1913, exhorted them “Do not be ashamed of
your medium!” in 1914, and cried “Wake up!” in 1917.340
When Coburn finally presented his abstract work at a venue embedded deep
within London’s photographic community, he displayed eighteen prints, without
individual titles and under the single banner “Vortographs.”341 No review of the
exhibition mentioned figurative imagery, so it appears Coburn did not exhibit the
portraits whose negatives are labeled “Pound (Cubist Manner)” and “Vortographs III
(Ezra)” in order to focus attention solely on his fully abstract images. As the Eastman
Museum now holds over twenty-five unique negatives of abstract Vortographs, this
display of eighteen was selective.342 But the photographer also introduced one surprising
twist: he hung his prints alongside some of his own paintings, which were given
prominent billing in the show’s title: “Vortographs and Paintings by Alvin Langdon
Coburn” [fig. 166].
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The photographer had wanted to try his hand at this alternative medium since at
least 1913, when he said as much in a letter to Weber while also admitting “I have been
so busy with my photography that I haven’t been able.”343 When he and his family began
taking summer trips to the British countryside, seeking tranquility and healthful
restoration during the war, Coburn at last had ample time to test his skill with a brush. In
June 1916 he wrote to Weber from vacation: “I have divided my time here between
painting and cycling, and the out of door air is doing us worlds of good!” He mentioned
completing three canvases of 18 by 24 inches, “quite a lot” of panels of 10 by 14 inches,
and “many water colors,” and he also described painting in the company of a recent
acquaintance, the American graphic designer Edward McKnight Kauffer, best known for
his innovative poster designs.344 In “The Future of Pictorial Photography,” Coburn
further explained that “All the summer I have been painting and so I can come back to
photography with a more or less fresh viewpoint, and it makes me want to shout, ‘Wake
up!’”345 He thus valued his venture into painting mainly because it facilitated new insight
into his primary vocation, demonstrating the need for renewed creativity in photography.
While some of Coburn’s watercolors are presently held in private collections, his
original paintings are unfortunately not known to have survived. Luckily his June letter to
Weber includes a description that is more detailed than many of Coburn’s other
epistolary comments:
I am working from nature more or less. Letting hills, trees and houses form the
basis of my construction, I have not yet (here in the country) done anything
343
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wholly abstract. In town in [sic] is different. I did some ‘Music Pictures’ based on
modern music played on the pianola, but here it is not so sophisticated. We are
two miles from the little railway station where there are only a few trains a day,
and the war seems a very distant thing.346
The term “Music Pictures” is worth clarifying because the paintings in Coburn’s Camera
Club show included works titled Stravinsky and Schoenberg, alongside eleven landscapes
(Willows, A Berkshire Village, etc.) [fig. 167]. The idea of seeking inspiration in music
came from Weber, who, in now-lost letters, had broached the subject in 1914, prompting
Coburn to reply “please give me a little note of your new ‘music pictures’ of which you
wrote me? As I understand you, they are the translations of your impressions of music
into painting?”347 Later in the same year Coburn wrote that he had considered making
“Music Photographs” of his own, but these seem to have been lost if they were ever
realized at all, and Coburn did not mention the idea again until his 1916 vacation.348
In addition to painting, the photographer was now indeed increasingly interested
in modern music. Attending concerts was one of the few nighttime activities available to
Coburn and his family during the war, and since 1914 he had also become very fond of a
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type of self-playing piano called the Pianola.349 When the latest works of modern music
were not available on commercially-produced Pianola rolls, Coburn punched them
himself—while also making his own compositions, sometimes inspired solely by the
visual appeal of the patterns he created on the rolls.350
Surprisingly, despite this confluence of modernism across media, despite
Coburn’s suggestion in “The Future of Pictorial Photography” that all modern art would
tend toward the condition of music (this is to say abstraction), despite his implication in
the previously quoted letter to Weber that he had made “wholly abstract” paintings while
in London (if not while in the countryside), and (most of all) despite having just spent
several months perfecting his abstract Vortographs, in the catalogue for the Camera Club
show he described the “unashamed realism” of his paintings.351 In writing subsequently
to Weber, he confirmed that these canvases were unmistakably “realistic”—with the
word underlined.352 Pamela Glasson Roberts thus reasonably suggests that the two works
identified in the catalogue as Stravinsky and Schoenberg may have been portraits of the
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composers.353 Otherwise, the other paintings that Coburn exhibited at the Camera Club
had titles like Hillside, From the Wantage Downs, and The Coming Storm—these were
almost certainly the landscape paintings made in the countryside that he had described to
Weber. They likely resembled his extant watercolors, all of which are landscapes.354
Since Coburn named Matisse as an exemplary modern painter in his “Future” essay, it
seems appropriate to describe these as Fauvist.355 All (aside perhaps from one particularly
abstracted image of the Grand Canyon [fig. 168]) are simplified but nevertheless clear
and convincing depictions of outdoor views. Their colors are exaggerated (often
including intense reds and oranges), the paint is frequently applied in broad and
undifferentiated washes, and the overall effect is plainly unnatural if not actually garish
[fig. 169]. Coburn’s handling of scenes and detail varies; some images are bold, with
saturated color throughout and thick outlines defining highly stylized forms [fig. 170],
while others display the gradual fading of atmospheric perspective [fig. 171], and still
others suggest a greater level of detail through dense clusters of more dryly-applied brush
strokes [fig. 172]. It is possible that the paintings which Coburn hung at the Camera Club
were more finished and consistent in style than these watercolors but, in any case, by the
standards of 1917, Coburn’s painting was not nearly as radical as his Vortography.
Especially amid a setting and an audience oriented toward photography, the paintings
were bound to attract less attention and inspire less passionate responses.
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In interpreting the unlikely juxtaposition of abstract photography and naturalistic
painting that Coburn created in the gallery of the Camera Club, it is important to take
account of his experience and intentions as a curator. Having cut his teeth in the
Pictorialist world of both Alfred Stieglitz’s 291 gallery and the Linked Ring’s annual
Photographic Salon, he was part of a generation of photographers who vehemently
insisted upon the importance of photographic exhibitions. He had indeed been hanging
photography shows himself since at least 1906, when the British Journal of Photography
reviewed the year’s Photographic Salon with “a special tribute of praise to Mr. Coburn,
who, we understand, has taken upon himself the whole artistic responsibility of hanging
and decoration this year, and the lion’s share of the labour too.” Coburn had thus
participated in his colleagues’ many deliberations about colors of wallpaper, width of mat
borders, use of glass to cover pictures, placements of potted plants, etc.356 Being
accustomed to fastidious concern for such details, he would not have placed paintings
alongside Vortographs without reason. Indeed, in the previously quoted October 1917
letter to Weber he wrote that the exhibition “consisted of ‘abstract’ photographs and
‘realistic’ paintings, but no one saw what I was driving at in this connection either!”357
To explain just what Coburn was driving at, I must first divert this discussion
toward the catalogue which accompanied his exhibition at the Camera Club, for within
that little publication the paintings became a point of significant contention [figs. 166,
356
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167]. Its cover graced by an abstract print by Coburn, this simple, eight-page paper
booklet featured an anonymous essay, followed by a shorter postscript by the
photographer himself.358 Although he declined to attach his name to it, Ezra Pound
essentially repeated the contents of the main essay at the exhibition opening and thereby
made it plain that he had written it.359 Pound’s extended comments on the Vortographs,
which I have briefly referenced earlier and will consider in more detail later, contrasted
with his brief but categorical dismissal of Coburn’s paintings, which opened the essay:
This note concerns only the vortographs and not the paintings in this exhibition.
Mr. Coburn’s paintings were done before the invention of the vortescope. He has
attached no label to them, but they are, roughly speaking, post-impressionist. It
should be quite clear that the paintings were not done in agreement with the work
of the “Vorticists,” and that there is no connection between Mr. Coburn, as a
painter, and the group known as the vorticist group.360
Although Pound’s association with Coburn continued long enough for him to offer
comments at the opening of the Camera Club exhibition, the writing of this essay
effectively ended their relationship, which had likely been deteriorating for some time,
along with the poet’s esteem for the Vortographs to whose development he had
contributed. It is not clear why Coburn consented to the printing of his criticism. The
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photographer might have feared creating an acrimonious rift with the influential poet by
refusing them, or perhaps given Pound’s role in the genesis of the Vortographs Coburn
did not think it fair to cut him out of their unveiling. Or maybe Coburn welcomed debate
over his work and did not wish to dodge (or to be seen dodging) a critique.
In any case, the photographer chose to respond in the catalogue’s postscript. After
thanking his “anonymous critic” but announcing “slightly divergent opinion,” he wrote:
In the first place I feel rather hurt at the manner in which he brushes aside my
paintings as merely ‘Post Impressionist.’ [sic] Perhaps to one living exclusively in
the rarefied atmosphere of Vorticism, they may seem to be unworthy of comment,
but I must confess to rather a fondness for their simple homely qualities and their
unashamed realism.… I took up painting as one takes up any other primitive
pursuit, because in these days of progress it is amusing to revert to the
cumbersome methods of bygone days, that one may return to modernity with a
fuller appreciation of its vast possibilities; and so perhaps, after all, my
anonymous friend is right in not dwelling unduly on the paintings.361
This response is somewhat tongue-in-cheek, as Coburn chided painting as “primitive,”
while elsewhere he was urging photographers to catch up to their brush-wielding
colleagues. It was typical of the photographer to be lighthearted and facetious, especially
in order to avoid outright conflict.
But other portions of the postscript seem sincere. When Coburn described a
“return to modernity” and “its vast possibilities,” he was referring to photography and
echoing his “Future” essay. And, as I have said already, he must have realized that his
paintings’ “homely qualities” and “unashamed realism” did not fit the Vorticist mold.
The juxtaposition that he had constructed of simple, straightforward, relatively realistic
painting and daring, futuristic, abstract photography was a sharp reversal of the two art
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forms’ expected relationship at a time when painting was the realm of cubism and
abstraction while artistic photography was only known to be realistic. Although his
postscript did not make the point entirely clear, Coburn may well have intended the
exhibition to be a lesson for his fellow photographers, urging them onward yet again by
suggesting that, had history taken a different course, their newer and more magical
medium could have left painting behind and taken the lead in art. In presenting this
argument, he must have believed that it would be possible to bend the arc of history so
that photography could assume its rightful place in the avant-garde. This interpretation
provides an explanation for the underlining in Coburn’s subsequent letter to Weber.
Given his commitments to photography and the contemporary status of abstract painting,
a modern world of “abstract” photographs and “realistic” paintings was wishfully
utopian. If Coburn could not immediately make this world a reality, he could at least
manifest it on the walls of the Camera Club. In this vision, there was nothing intrinsic in
painting that made it necessarily abstract or progressive, nor in photography that made it
necessarily realistic or retrograde.
The “slight” divergence of Coburn and Pound’s opinions extended well beyond
the photographer’s paintings and essentially consumed the entire exhibition catalogue. In
the leading essay, Pound claimed that in Vortography Coburn “accepts the fundamental
principles of vorticism, and those of vorticist painting in so far as they are applicable to
the work of the camera.” Coburn’s postscript makes it clear that the photographer
appreciated Pound’s emphasis on “expression by means of an arrangement of form and
color,” but certainly not the suggestion that Vortography followed so directly after
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painting, merely borrowing principles from another medium. Nevertheless, Pound’s line
of argument continues through the essay, repeatedly building up Vortography (“The
vortescope is useless to a man who cannot recognise a beautiful arrangement of forms on
a surface, when his vortescope has brought them to focus.”) only to denigrate it in
comparison to other forms of art (“His selection may be almost as creative as a painter’s
composition,” or simply “vortography stands below the other vorticist arts”). He also
damned the Vortographs with faint praise by paraphrasing his own letters (“Certain
definite problems in the aesthetics of form may possibly be worked out with the
vortescope,” or “It is an excellent arrangement of shapes, and more interesting than most
of the works of Picabia or the bad imitators of Lewis.”). He even managed to offend the
audience of photographers that Coburn was seeking to court by claiming that “Art
photography has been stuck for twenty years. During that time practically no new effects
have been achieved.”362 Attendees at the Camera Club’s February opening did not miss
this passage, and one was moved on the spot to compose a retort to the poet in verse.363
Coburn had much ground to retake in his one-page postscript. He stated plainly
that when it came to Pound’s professions of photography’s inferiority, “here our opinions
most decidedly part company.” He also staked out Vortography’s independence from
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abstraction in other media: “If these vortographs did not possess distinctive qualities
unapproached by any other art method I would not have considered it worth my while to
make them.” Perhaps he overcompensated when insisting that “any sort of photograph is
superior to any sort of painting aiming at the same result,” but he could hardly have
hoped to reverse the usual hierarchy of painting and photography by arguing in terms
weaker than Pound’s.364 Still, despite this appropriately vigorous response, the
catalogue’s internal conflict severely undercut Coburn’s position. The Vortographs
proved insufficient to convince a leader of the Vorticist group that photography could
compete with painting in yielding compelling non-representational imagery. Coburn’s
fellow photographers, who took great pride in their medium, were unlikely to follow him
into abstraction if doing so would invite unflattering comparisons to other forms of art.
Coburn’s combined efforts to present the Vortographs in an exhibition and to
explain the pictures in print were a highly ambitious failure, which floundered at every
turn. He wrote an insightful justification of abstract photography, but wartime disruptions
delayed the text’s publication until after its intended moment of duty. He secured the
Camera Club as a venue to bring his work to the attention of the British photographic
community, but he found this audience resistant to his novel creations and proposals. He
devised the strategy of exhibiting his realistic paintings alongside his abstract
photographs to underscore his intentions, but he failed to turn this maneuver into a clear
and convincing statement. He enlisted a famed poet to help promote his new approach,
but this ally’s support eventually turned to derision. Some of these setbacks arose from
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avoidable miscalculations, while others were simply bad luck. Under more favorable
circumstances, equally valiant efforts to push an idiosyncratic vision past institutional
resistance have often met with sweeter rewards.
It is possible that Coburn did not view all of these events with total
disappointment. Many avant-garde artists, the Vorticists most certainly included, have
taken hostility as a sign of success, under the somewhat paradoxical belief that any art
which is truly adventurous and progressive will necessarily provoke a strong and negative
reaction. Indeed, in his “Future” essay, Coburn hailed abstraction’s capacity to shock its
audience into a more enlightened understanding of photography. Perhaps he targeted his
traditionalist peers in the photographic community because they would be more easily
offended (and thus more easily affected) than a more open-minded audience. Perhaps he
included paintings in his exhibition partly because he hoped that the unexpected
juxtaposition would befuddle viewers and thus convince them that his aims were strange,
radical, and new. Such an interpretation neatly aligns with Coburn’s long history of
provocative artistic gestures.
But the Vortographs cannot be taken merely as an inflammatory prank or a move
to spark progress simply by advancing the most transgressive possibilities available.
Coburn’s descriptions of photography’s magical properties and untapped potential are too
articulate, his insistence on his own sincerity is too vigorous, and his reply to Pound’s
criticism is too direct for that to be true. It seems more likely that Coburn sought a
balance between embracing avant-gardism and appealing sincerely to his fellow
photographers, with a hope that the percussive impact of the former might clear the way
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for the latter. He was willing to exhibit work that might be received as “outrageously
bad,” but the outrage would be only be valuable if it ultimately convinced his peers to
“Wake up!” In pursuing this goal, it seems that Coburn aimed too high. Convincing his
fellow photographers to take up innovation and surpass painters to become the leading
artists of the day could not happen if the photographers had no interest in the avant-garde
to begin with.

The Reviews and Reception of the Vortographs (and Coburn’s replies)
The discrepancy between Coburn’s hopes for the British photography community
and that community’s view of itself were immediately evident when “Vortographs and
Paintings by Alvin Langdon Coburn” opened at the Camera Club in London on February
8, 1917. The event was covered in detail throughout the British photographic press, with
particular attention paid to the speeches delivered by Coburn, Ezra Pound, and the
photographer’s old ally George Bernard Shaw. Mention was also made of comments by
Malcolm Arbuthnot, Walter Thomas, and a host of others.365 However, before these
orderly orations could commence, Ward Muir, the Camera Club’s chair for the occasion,
“appealed to the speakers to get up and slay Mr. Coburn.” Without explaining the nature
of Muir’s complaint, The Amateur Photographer & Photographic News simply noted that
his goading went “without much effect.” But that did not signal the end of criticism, and
the Vortographs continued to receive a strident reception.
365
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Notably absent at the opening event and in any of the subsequent discussion of the
exhibition was any description of the techniques that Coburn had invented to create his
Vortographs. One reviewer noted that the photographer continued “to leave a veil of
mystery over his mechanism… declining for the present to reveal his vortoscope.”366
Judging by the pains that he had taken to render the Vortographs disorienting and to
muddle their connections to the recognizable world, he most likely maintained this
secrecy about his methods in order to protect the pictures’ capacity to function
compositionally rather than realistically. His reticence frustrated some of those in
attendance, including Muir, who pressed Coburn for an explanation.367 Others chose to
take educated guesses; when the Vortographs went to Glasgow, one viewer speculated
that the pictures were formed by “shadows on ground glass thrown by some old
developer bottles and stirring rods.”368 The Observer’s critic P.G. Konody was
significantly mistaken—yet still the closest to the truth—in suspecting “a combination of
camera and kaleidoscope,” and even then he admitted his inability to work out “How far
the resulting shapes and designs are premeditated…. Perhaps they are pure accident.”369
Despite its products being displayed before many curious eyes, the nature of Coburn’s
process remained safely secret.
Turning to the other details of the Camera Club opening, the Amateur
Photographer & Photographic News and the British Journal of Photography published
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very similar summaries of the event’s speeches. These reported that Coburn and Pound
essentially paraphrased their essays in the exhibition catalogue, but with Coburn taking
the stage first on this occasion the pair apparently managed to better conceal their
differences. The photographer spoke with great enthusiasm about his new work,
describing the opportunity to “become abstract with the camera” as “the most thrilling
experience he had ever had in the realms of photography.”370 He also, perhaps somewhat
humorously, noted that Vortography could free its practitioners from the need to “tramp
for weary miles” with heavy equipment and allow them to instead work “in a comfortable
studio with a nice warm fire.”371 However, Coburn did not encourage his listeners to treat
his abstractions lightly. As so often happened with his most ambitious work, some in the
audience opined “that the work was not to be taken seriously, and that Mr. Coburn was
laughing in his sleeve at a bewildered public.”372 The photographer thus responded in
conclusion by earnestly emphasizing “that he was deeply serious about vortography and
its possibilities.” His words on this occasion echoed the similar proclamation of sincerity
in his “Future of Pictorial Photography” essay, which had not yet appeared.373 Pound, in
turn, reiterated many the comments he had written in the catalogue and also laid out a
unified definition of Cubist, Futurist, and Vorticist art in terms of two-dimensional
design, arguing that “the pleasure given by such productions was simply the pleasure of
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pattern.” He claimed that this pleasure existed even on a physiological level, as was
evident through study of the retina.374 And Shaw seems to have paraphrased a catalogue
essay too, but an earlier one; as he had back in 1906, he offered Coburn high praise for
the quality of his printing. Referring to the Vortographs specifically, the playwright said
that he enjoyed looking at the pictures but had not yet worked out why, concluding that
“The aesthetic pleasure in a thing came always long before the sense of the thing could be
demonstrated.”375 As the British Journal of Photography put it, Shaw seemed “to praise
the vortographs with faint damns.”376
However, these placid summaries of mild comments did not give the full story.
Elsewhere in the AP&PN, in a more colorful weekly chat column, a writer identified as
“The Magpie” described the journal’s news report as a “very staid and commonplace
report of a very palpitating discussion.”377 The anonymous correspondent went on to add
lurid detail:
Such a grumbling and rumbling and sputtering and mutter there was at the
Camera Club the other night, you might have thought that the foundations of
society were being mined…. A group of people were rapidly forming themselves
into a vortex of indignation and a cubism of protest, and consigning to futurism
the subject of their maledictions.378
Given the general negativity of the less reportorial and more critical appraisals of the
exhibition, this description is perhaps exaggerated but not far off the mark. Indeed
Coburn’s detractors in the photographic press presented a remarkably unified front. An
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anonymous writer for the British Journal of Photography mocked Coburn’s proposal to
venture out of familiar photographic modes, calling it built upon “an apparent but
unreasonable assumption that photographic artists in general have gone stark staring
mad.” The review further cautioned that “The average pictorialist may have a not
unnatural disinclination to making himself ridiculous in the eyes of a mundane
community.”379 Anthony Guest voiced his disapproval alongside The Magpie in the
Amateur Photographer & Photographic News, where erstwhile ally F.J. Mortimer
evidently offered Coburn little editorial cover. Guest claimed that Coburn’s new work
“emphatically marked a divergence from the ways of nature into a side track where her
inspiring truths gave place to an independent, and one might say egotistic, personal
expression.” He concluded that the Camera Club exhibition “forcibly suggests the need to
return to Nature, the only… inexhaustible fount of artistic sustenance.”380 Finally, The
Magpie made similar recourse to natural order, writing glibly that the world might be
better off as “a heap of bricks and truth and abundance and unsophistication and cubism
and vorticism and Mr. Coburn and all the lot of them. But not yet, I hope—not until I
have shuffled off this mortal vortex of my own.”381 If Coburn sought to make an impact
as an avant-gardist and provoke a severe reaction, he surely succeeded.
Despite their impassioned attacks, however, these critics did not entirely
misunderstand Coburn or underestimate his achievements. The Magpie noted that
Coburn’s opponents at the Camera Club opening had failed to marshal a cogent critique,
379
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and the anonymous writer promised to defend the Vortographs against shallow
analysis.382 Guest even praised Vortography as a “novel technical method,” and was able
to accurately summarize Coburn’s intent to pursue the “photographic possibilities of
forming mere pattern, i.e. arrangements of line and tone, aiming solely at abstract design
without any illustrative purpose.”383 Nevertheless, in bolstering their defense of the status
quo through appeals to common sense and the natural order of things, these
commentators plainly revealed the reactionary conservatism of the British photographic
community. There is no better encapsulation of this position than this a paragraph penned
by The Magpie:
The world we live in has the habit of meaning something—usually. The parts fit
together—more or less. Walls generally lead up to ceilings, and roofs to
chimneys, and with certain exceptions, heads fasten on to bodies and wheels on to
carts. It may be all very dull and uninspiring. It is quite possible that the world
would be gayer if it were less coherent. But to sort things out and put this and that
together has been a habit of Mother Nature’s and has been imitated by humans to
some extent. Mr. Coburn, and his vorticists, by seeking for forms and patterns
rather than meaning and utilities, plunge us back to the beginning of things. They
find chaos more pleasing than creation, random more satisfying than reality.384
If his peers were to insist that any departure from even the “dull and uninspiring”
structures of the world constituted a dangerous appeal to chaos, Coburn’s
recommendation to turn photography in a new and progressive direction was sure to fall
on deaf ears. If these critical appraisals and the broader initial reaction to the Vortographs
are any indication, the large majority of British photographers apparently preferred to
think of photography in terms of “meaning and utilities,” rather than black magic and
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open possibility. They indeed constituted a “mundane community,” in all senses of the
word.
This battle between confining caution and expansive exploration played out again
in Coburn’s exchange with the photographer Frederick Evans, carried out through letters
to the editors of the British Journal of Photography. Introduced to Coburn long ago by
Frederick Holland Day, Evans had been one of the young photographer’s first friends and
supporters in Britain. Now, however, he issued the usual conservative complaints, calling
the abstract work unintelligible and describing the “futility of trying to spell out a new
language in art, in public.”385 Perhaps because of his existing relationship with Evans,
Coburn took the rare step of responding, resulting in a five-part epistolary back-and-forth
that was published from February 23 to March 23, 1917. In his usual manner, Coburn
first attempted to diffuse the situation facetiously, referencing Evans’s well-known
photographs of buildings: “Mr. Evans thinks it would be an ideal state of affairs if
everyone always took themselves and their work very seriously, but imagine how dull it
would be; almost as dull as architectural photography!” Broadly he suggested that Evans
had little sense of humor or adventure, but also that the elder statesman wished to sit in
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sole judgment of new photographic work.386 In response, Evans did not disappoint: “The
mistakes [sic] these youngsters make is to suppose that because they are bored with the
feebleness that Art of all kinds always abounds in they must necessarily invent some
bizarre and eccentric method and subject.”387 Since Evans had declined to end things on a
light note, Coburn replied with a more serious letter containing yet another affirmation of
his own earnestness. He concluded by drawing a strong contrast with his interlocutor:
“[Evans] exhibits solely for the purpose of being admired and understood; but you will
agree with me, dear Editors, that there is a certain amount of joy in being cursed and
misunderstood!”388 This remark does not seem to have been entirely facetious, but it also
seems likely that Coburn would have preferred to mix the two positions by being both
cursed and understood. Nevertheless, by this point, Coburn seems to have identified the
central dynamic working against his urgings toward abstract photography, toward
progress in his chosen medium, and away from what he deemed to be contented languor.
He had learned all that he could about his critics, and so when Evans continued to press
his case in another letter, the younger photographer let the matter lie.389
It is disappointing indeed that Coburn and Evans traded insults rather than
engaging in a more thorough and serious exchange of ideas. In the first few years of the
twentieth century, Evans had been a very early advocate of “straight” photography.
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Diarmuid Costello explains that while prominent progressive photographers like Alfred
Stieglitz were still advocating for the almost painterly flexibility of gum printing,
Evans, a champion of “pure” photography, rejected excessive handwork as alien
to photography. Beyond limited retouching to remove flaws and technical
blemishes, the print should respect the original exposure, and be otherwise free of
both retouching and dodging: “too much time is spent in trying to make bad
negatives yield good prints, and they will not. Plain prints from plain negatives
is… pure photography.”390
Coburn had also rejected darkroom handwork, and Evans had once considered him an
ally, praising him for possessing “none of that cheeky indifference as to the taking of
pains, to mastery of technique, to hard work” that was common among other young
photographers.391 By creating the Vortographs through hard work and honest
photography—not manipulated printing—Coburn maintained these same commitments,
which Evans could have appreciated. How unfortunate, then, that a staunch advocate of
“pure” photography and an innovator who created abstract pictures without sacrificing
the purity of the photographic method could not identify their common ground. Their
contentious exchange shows that Evans’s conception of good photography was not only a
question of unadulterated process; he belonged to the of mainstream British
photographers who were unable to consider abstraction a legitimate pursuit.392
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The possibility that Coburn might have received a better reception from a
different, non-photographic audience remains, but P.G. Konody’s review of the
Vortographs in The Observer throws a bit of cold water on this too. Konody, a general art
critic, had long been an avid supporter of abstraction, and he opened his column on the
Camera Club show enthusiastically: “The inevitable has happened.… The lure of
vorticism has caught photography.” But Konody complained that the Vortographs did not
reflect all the lessons of Vorticism. While the latter involved “the deliberate avoidance of
the symmetric repetition of form,” Coburn’s use of mirrors to create his pictures resulted
in too regular a visual rhythm.393 This unique critique might have been Coburn’s least
favorite, since Konody treated the Vortographs as mildly unsatisfactory rather than
provocatively offensive. Like Pound in his catalogue essay, Konody identified other art
forms that had set the tone for abstraction, and then judged Coburn’s work by their
standard. Among neither photographers nor avant-gardists could the upstart Vortographs
avoid entrenched interests and receive deep and substantial critical consideration.
The only wholly positive commentary that I have found in the immediate wake of
the Camera Club exhibition came from Carine and Will Cadby, longtime friends of
Coburn and fellow American expatriate photographers living in London. In their
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transatlantic report to the U.S. journal Photo-Era, they praised the Vortographs in an
unusual fashion: as a “relief” from the concerns of war and as embodiments of “the
quintessence of peace.” They further lauded Vortography for its “economic” approach to
at-home photographic innovation, well adapted to wartime and the concomitant
difficulties of travel. Nevertheless, they modestly and cautiously qualified their briefly
and relatively superficial reactions, noting “We are recorders, not critics.”394
Only later would the originality and importance of the Vortographs be recognized.
Some of this reappraisal was evident in 1924, in the discussion following a lecture by
Coburn, when Walter Thomas and a handful of other photographers reflected on the
Vortographs and admitted that they had enjoyed the pictures’ “decorative” qualities after
all.395 By that time, however, Coburn had ceased making abstract work and was on his
way out of photography altogether.

How Vorticist are the Vortographs? (and how Vorticist was Coburn?)
In October 1917, wearied by the shallow and frustrating reception that his abstract
pictures had received, and likely still smarting from Ezra Pound’s undermining catalogue
essay, Coburn wrote to Max Weber, mentioning the works’ proper appellation to his
394
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friend for the first time: “Vortographs.” But he went on to ask, plaintively, “what is there
after all in a name?”396 By then, Coburn might well have found little value in the moniker
that he, at Pound’s suggestion, had given to his pioneering pictures. Their association
with the Vorticist group had largely brought trouble. Beyond Pound’s unreliable support,
this connection had suggested a subsidiary relationship with other media by yoking
Coburn’s photographs to a movement in which painting, drawing, and printmaking were
already abstract and whose practitioners had already set an aesthetic standard. Moreover,
when Coburn sought to convince his fellow art photographers in Britain of abstract
photography’s potential, his apparent alliance with Vorticism put them on the defensive
and rendered them unreceptive. Already averse to things avant-garde, Coburn’s peers had
little taste for Pound, Wyndham Lewis, and their rebellious tone.
However, roughly a year before his beleaguered message to Weber, when he was
at work on the Vortographs and happy to accept Pound as a collaborator, Coburn
evidently did not foresee these pitfalls. Indeed, just before the exhibition of his abstract
photography opened at the London Camera Club (even after he had seen the text of
Pound’s essay), Coburn wrote an emphatic conclusion to his catalogue postscript: “this
will go down to posterity as the first exhibition of Vortography.”397 His mindset to that
point may have been better reflected in another letter to Weber, from 1914, in which he
wrote: “The ‘Vorticists’ are not such a bad lot.”398 Like George Bernard Shaw at the
Vortographs’ debut, Coburn waggishly chose to “praise with faint damns.” But, since he
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would likely have been expected to damn the Vorticists outright, even guarded approval
is quite telling. As I have previously noted while discussing Coburn’s relationship with
Pound, while the photographer was a hard-striving hustler, his temperament in public and
private was facetious, bemused, gentle, and congenial. The Vorticists, meanwhile, were
fond of publicly “Blasting” perceived enemies, feuding over perceived slights, and
publishing diatribes like Pound’s vile directive “HERE is the taste of my BOOT, /
CARESS it, lick off the BLACKING.”399 As Tom Normand aptly explains, “Coburn was
never predisposed towards the crypto-political aesthetic of Lewis and his acolytes, nor
could he connect with its aggressive masculinity.”400 In that light, the photographer’s
1914 letter appropriately anticipates that Weber might have been surprised by his finding
common ground with this bellicose group. But he did indeed do so.
In the absence of other private, candid, and timely testimony from Coburn, the
1914 and 1917 letters to Weber stand as significant markers of his opinion on Vorticism
before and after the creation of the Vortographs.401 Invented in the time between these
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two poles, where exactly do Coburn’s abstract photographs lie? How Vorticist are the
Vortographs? Taking Coburn’s own question seriously, what is there, after all, in a name?
The formation of Vorticism began in earnest when the iconoclastic British painter
Wyndham Lewis, the group’s leader, broke away from the Bloomsbury Group and its
collective design firm known as the Omega Workshops in October 1913. Lewis
complained of being cheated out of a commission by Roger Fry, but Frank DiFederico
credibly suggests that this was essentially a pretense to publicly distance himself from
Fry, his colleagues, their genteel semi-abstraction, and their mild public selfpresentation.402 Taking a number of colleagues with him, Lewis spearheaded the
formation of the short-lived Rebel Art Centre, the mounting of a small number of
exhibitions, and the publication of Blast magazine as a print platform and vehicle to
distribute the group’s manifesto. The Vorticist movement was named and consolidated by
the summer of 1914, but with British entry into World War I in August of that year,
Vorticism was immediately and irrecoverably disrupted. The movement only managed to
organize one group exhibition under its proper name, at London’s Doré Gallery in June
1915.403 By late 1916 Pound was striving to bolster the fading movement however he

his 1922 book of portraits More Men of Mark to provide relevant evidence regarding his
relationship to Vorticism at the time that he created the Vortographs. It is clear that
Coburn did not offer glowing praise of their work in that volume, but it is also clear that
he had reason to shift his views significantly after unveiling the Vortographs. And, of
course, Coburn was under no obligation to include these two portrait subjects in his book.
His doing so suggests that he did not hold an overriding grudge against Vorticism, and
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could, and he was thus willing to turn to photography and Coburn, despite his preference
for other media. Before all of this, however, the militant basis of Vorticist aesthetics was
already well defined by late 1913, when Lewis wrote:
All revolutionary painting today has in common the rigid reflection of steel and
stone in the spirit of the artist; that desire for stability as though a machine were
being built to fly or kill with; an alienation from the traditional photographer’s
trade and realization of the value of color and form as such, independently of
what recognizable form it covers or encloses.404
In Lewis’s apocalyptic terms, the truest inspiration for Vorticism was the metallic
hardness and ominous menace of a gun, a cannon, a tank, or a plane laden with bombs. In
describing the purpose of the group’s magazine for the readers of its first issue, he added
that “Blast sets out to be an avenue for all those vivid and violent ideas that could reach
the Public in no other way.”405 It is darkly appropriate that when world war put the
people of Europe in actual contact with violence, Vorticism dissolved.
Despite these belligerent pronouncements, Coburn and the Vorticists found
mutual interests through the photographer’s strong enthusiasm for progressive art across
a variety of media.406 This began, of course, in photography. Coburn’s early essays made
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plain his belief that photography could and should assume a unique and leading position
in modern art.407 But his devotion to modernism also extended into painting, especially
through his relationship with Max Weber. A dedicated advocate for his friend, Coburn
convinced Fry to include Weber’s paintings in a March 1913 Grafton Group exhibition,
where they hung beside the work of many future Vorticists.408 Throughout the last half of
1916, Coburn and Weber frequently discussed the photographer’s own efforts at painting,

he shot in 1915 during Meštrović’s celebrated show at the Victoria and Albert Museum,
through Pound he got to know the Vorticist painters.” Coburn may well have admired
Meštrović’s more staid works and other like them, but this alone hardly limits his ability
to simultaneously appreciate art of many other kinds. In the context of her essay, my
sense is that McCauley aims to play down Coburn’s connections to Vorticism (and
modernism more broadly) in order to emphasize his interest in mysticism. Indeed, she
also furthers this position by misconstruing Coburn’s work immediately preceding the
Vortographs as “Japoniste, soft-focus portrait and landscape compositions,” a description
that would better fit his photography from before he adopted new approaches to both
portrait and landscape images beginning in 1911, at the latest. At the same time, however,
a footnote to McCauley’s essay critiques Tom Normand for advancing “what I judge to
be a false dichotomy between ‘modernism’ and the ‘interior life’ that he sees Coburn
embracing.” Here McCauley rightly acknowledges that modernism and mysticism need
not be opposed, but she nevertheless inaccurately suppresses Coburn’s genuine interest in
modern, avant-garde art, apparently in service of her own conclusions regarding
mysticism. In my next section, I aim to balance these issues more evenly. McCauley,
“Witch Work: Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 158, 171.
407
This personal mission extended most clearly from his 1911 essay “The Relation of
Time to Art” (“Photography is the most modern of the arts”), through his 1916 essay
“The Future of Pictorial Photography” (“if it is not possible to be ‘modern’ with the
newest of all the arts, we had better bury our black boxes”), and into his 1917 postscript
on the Vortographs (“If these vortographs did not possess distinctive qualities
unapproached by another art method I would not have considered it worth my while to
make them.”). Coburn, “The Relation of Time to Art” (1911), 72; Coburn, “The Future of
Pictorial Photography” (1916), 24; [Pound] and Coburn, Vortographs and Paintings by
Alvin Langdon Coburn (1917), 6.
408
Antliff, “Alvin Langdon Coburn Among the Vorticists,” 582. Weber and Wassily
Kandinsky were the only non-English artists to show with the Grafton Group. Geoff
Hassell, “Grafton Group,” Artist Biographies: British and Irish Artists of the 20th
Century, https://www.artbiogs.co.uk/2/societies/grafton-group.

225
and some of the resulting works were displayed alongside the Vortographs in their debut
exhibition at the Camera Club.
Additionally, by the time Coburn created the Vortographs, it was likely through
music that he found his richest engagement with contemporary art. Pamela Glasson
Roberts describes his tastes as “acutely modern, embracing dissonance and, later, atonal
music.”409 He attended performances that ranged from the Ballets Russes to the “Roarers,
Squeakers, and Buzzers” of Filippo Tomasso Marinetti’s and Luigi Russolo’s Futurist
orchestra.410 The photographer cherished his Pianola, a self-playing piano that was
actuated by holes punched in paper rolls. His musical interests easily outpaced
mainstream taste, so he asked a camera manufacturer to make custom rolls of
compositions by Claude Debussy, Igor Stravinsky, Arnold Schoenberg, and many others
that were not commercially available.411 After procuring a device for cutting his own
rolls, Coburn became highly inventive, telling Weber: “I simply cut whatever looks well
as a pattern without any other thought and it is extrodinary [sic] how good the results
are!”412 He also proudly wrote that he was “cutting on my machine six little pieces by the

409

Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 53.
Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 54.
411
Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 53. Roberts claims that “[Coburn] and
John Dudley Johnston had the first Pianola rolls ever cut for Stravinsky’s music.”
Unfortunately (as mentioned in a previous footnote), Coburn’s collection of music rolls
was lost in 1928 when the Thames flooded into the basement of his Hammersmith home.
Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 54.
412
Letter from Coburn to Weber, 20 October 1914, AAA microfilm, 392–393. I have
delved into Coburn’s musical interests at length here because many previous authors have
placed significant emphasis on this aspect of his life. I am not sure that any greater detail
is necessary for my purposes, but I would like to address one particular idea: Anne
McCauley’s claim that Coburn’s patterned cutting of Pianola rolls “confirmed what his
spiritualist readings had told him about the harmonic unity of the universe. Number and
410

226
ultra-modern composer Schonberg. Did you ever hear any of his works? Very
extraordinary.”413 Coburn’s interest in music led to his creation of thirty three portraits of
prominent composers and musicians, which were intended for publication as Musicians
of Mark, an unrealized follow-up to Men of Mark and More Men of Mark.414
Coburn’s project depicting musicians was part of a broader interest in progressive
contemporary artists. Frank DiFederico has noted that around 1910 Coburn’s preference
in portrait subjects shifted from well-established figures (Henry James, John Singer
Sargent, W.B. Yeats, etc.) and toward important modernists (Weber, Fry, Henri Matisse,
etc.). DiFederico summarizes evocatively: “Coburn, in other words, discovered
modernism just as it emerged and like other adventurous artists he was immediately
attracted to it.”415 So it was that when Coburn met Pound in 1913 and took his portrait (an
image that Pound appreciatively used as the frontispiece for his 1916 book of poetry,

rhythm were at the heart of all life, and the leap to making photographs of geometric,
transparent crystals moving in and out of focus was not too far conceptually from the
motivations behind his musical compositions,” and that this understand affected the
Vortographs as well. As I will discuss in the next section, I do not share McCauley’s
enthusiasm for interpretations that tie the Vortographs to mysticism with such
particularity. In this specific case, I think the connection is too loose—Vortography was
far more complicated and controlled than Coburn’s intuitive and patterned composing,
and at the same time its dazzling and luminous results shared none of his music’s
forthright emphasis on number and rhythm. Piet Mondrian comes to mind as a
contemporaneous visual artist whose work would fit such a description—the Vortographs
share none of the regularity and modularity found in images like his. One could
potentially argue that Coburn started with regular geometry via the crystals he employed,
but he had thoroughly scrambled and masked that quality by the time any Vortograph
was complete, suggesting that he did not believe this aspect to carry very much
importance. McCauley, “Witch Work: Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 169.
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Lustra), the two had much to discuss.416 In good time they made an outing to an
exhibition of Spanish modernism at the Grafton Galleries—a trip that is preserved in the
historical record because, in a letter, Pound characteristically described the works on
view as “MUCK.”417
Their shared commitment to contemporary art certainly provided a sufficient basis
for Pound to introduce Coburn to Wyndham Lewis, Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Jacob
Epstein, Frederick Etchells, Dorothy Shakespeare, Edward Wadsworth, and the other
Vorticists, who were seeking to establish in Britain an avant-garde movement of vigor
and inventiveness equal to those elsewhere in Europe. Pound also named Coburn to the
faculty of his unrealized College of Art, where he would have joined Lewis, GaudierBrzeska, and Wadsworth, among others.418 Coburn additionally became, in Pamela
Glasson Roberts’s words, the Vorticists’ “‘house’ photographer of choice,” documenting

416

Per Richard Cork: “The sittings took place at Pound’s Church Walk lodgings, and
since he was recovering from a bout of jaundice at the time Coburn agreed to photograph
him in his dressing-gown. The result, which Pound told James Joyce was ‘seductive and
sinister… like a cinque, or quattrocento painting’, pleased him so much that he used it as
the frontispiece to Lustra in 1916. And his old landlady, Mrs. Langtry, not only told him
it was ‘the only photograph that has ever done you justice’, but also added, ‘as she was
sidling out the door, with increasing embarrassment, ‘Ah, ah. I hope you won’t be
offended sir, but it is rather like the good man of Nazareth, isn’t it sir?’” Cork, Vorticism
and Abstract Art, vol. 2, 495.
417
Letter from Ezra Pound to Harriet Monroe, 9 November 1914, in Letters of Ezra
Pound, 1907–1941, 45. Coburn took Pound’s portrait in October of 1913, and they
attended this exhibition in October of 1914. In between, Wyndham Lewis staged a
secession from Futurism, Pound gave the Vorticist movement its name, and the group
published the first issue of Blast magazine. For this timeline, see: DiFederico, “Coburn
and the Genesis of the Vortographs,” 284.
418
Roberts, “Coburn: Modernist and Mystic,” 59. Coburn was to be the photography
tutor, and would have made an apt choice since Pound hoped to market the College
especially to American students whose plans to study art on the continent had been
disrupted by the war.

228
their art and taking portraits.419 In this last role he replaced his longtime friend Malcolm
Arbuthnot, who was the only photographer to sign the Vorticist manifesto and might have
helped bring Coburn into the group before his own falling out with Lewis in 1915.420
(This did not prevent Arbuthnot from turning out in support of the Vortographs at their
public unveiling in 1917.)
But the connection between Coburn and the Vorticists that was forged through
shared interest in progressive art went deeper than this. Even before Coburn turned to
outright abstraction, the Vorticists likely understood that he was not a mere admirer of
modernism, but a fellow participant in it, whose pictures taken from high urban vantage
points were worthy of admiration. While Coburn had shot The Octopus back in 1909, he
only exhibited the image in 1913, when it hung alongside four similar works under the
subheading “New York From Its Pinnacles” in his “Camera Pictures” show at the Goupil
Gallery in London. Thus, when Coburn met the Vorticists, these works were still quite
fresh. Richard Cork was the first historian to propose this connection, writing:
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It is not impossible to imagine the English rebel artists visiting Coburn’s
exhibition and being excited by his images of this archetypal modern city: Lewis,
for one, executed his gouache of New York [fig. 173] a few months later, and
since he had at that time never visited America he would have had to rely for all
his urban images on of the kind of visual evidence which Coburn’s Camera
Pictures show so plentifully supplied. London, at that stage of architectural
development, was still rooted in the nineteenth century, and it could well be that
photographs like Coburn’s helped significantly to shape the Vorticists’ vision of
the modern world.421
As Bruce Burgess points out, this connection had been foretold by the critics who
reviewed Coburn’s 1913 exhibition in the Pall Mall Gazette (“If his views of the Grand
Canyon… do not appeal to the modernists in art, as they ought, his views of New York
and its towering buildings assuredly will.”) and The Times (“he has taken them at queer
angles that might suggest… a fantasy to a Cubist.”).422 Indeed, in the show’s catalogue,
Coburn himself described one picture [fig. 37] in proto-Vorticist terms: “The Thousand
Windows is almost as fantastic in its perspective as a Cubist fantasy; but why should not
the camera artist break away from the worn-out conventions, that even in its
comparatively short existence, have begun to restrict his medium…?”423
Burgess suggests that Lewis aimed to take a route different than that of other
avant-garde leaders. Unlike the Cubists (with their emphasis on still lifes and studio
scenes), he sought subject matter that directly represented modern life. Unlike the
Futurists (with their emphasis on speed and disorder), he pursued planning and
systematic order rather than chaos. Burgess concludes: “It was, then, precisely at a time
when Lewis was deciding how Cubism could be used, and what constituted modernity
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that Coburn and his photographs of New York—the epitome of the modern city—entered
the stage.”424 Burgess goes on to identify pictures by Lewis, Etchells, and other Vorticists
that clearly echo Coburn’s photographs [fig. 175]. The overlapping of ideas ran very
deep: in the second (and last) issue of Blast, Dorothy Shakespeare (Pound’s wife)
published a jagged, abstract image titled Snow Scene [fig. 176]. The title and the highcontrast black and white composition parallel The Octopus, and also Coburn’s even
earlier Decorative Study from 1906 [fig. 83].
Mark Antliff offers a sensible word of caution regarding these potential
connections between Coburn and the Vorticists by noting that Lewis could also have
found inspiration for his architectonic abstractions in Weber’s paintings, having exhibited
with the Grafton Group alongside Weber before splintering off into Vorticism.425 But,
with Weber on the other side of the Atlantic, Coburn, his primary champion in England,
would surely have been involved here too. Coburn had joined Weber for the “days
together on the heights of New York” that made these paintings possible, and so he
would have had a valuable firsthand perspective to share.426 Indeed, Coburn’s creation of
The Octopus in 1909 predated those excursions, which took place in 1912, and so the
photographer could rightly claim to have preceded and perhaps influenced Weber in this
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area of pictorial exploration. Coburn, moreover, was eager to show off his personal
collection of Weber’s work and invited Pound to Thameside to view it in 1914.427
In suggesting a means for abstracting the urban environment and rendering it as
grids, lines, shapes, and angles, Coburn’s city pictures would certainly have appealed to
the Vorticists on a visual level, but his work would have also held conceptual allure. In
Cork’s telling, Coburn
wrote an impassioned article on “The Relation of Time to Art” [1911] that
anticipates everything that Vorticism would later uphold. “Photography born of
this age of steel seems to have naturally adapted itself to the necessarily unusual
requirements of an art that must live in skyscrapers”, he declared from his
American viewpoint, expressing sentiments which bear very directly on the
concerns of Lewis’s “Vorticist Sketch-Book”.428
In my first chapter, I suggested how Coburn and Pound might have recognized their
shared interests through this densely resonant essay’s emphasis on the rapid capture and
distilled expression of urban experiences. Coburn and Lewis could likewise have found
common ground in their shared belief that art, whether photography or painting, was
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required to adapt to modern life, and that the depiction of urban subject matter provided
the best avenue for doing so.
Thanks to Coburn’s broad appetite for avant-garde art, these exchanges could go
both ways. Again, there are few contemporaneous texts that help to characterize the
photographer’s relationship to the Vorticist group, so it is necessary to think hypothesize
creatively. In his very clever 2010 article “Alvin Langdon Coburn Among the Vorticists:
Studio Photographs and Lost Works by Epstein, Lewis and Wadsworth,” Mark Antliff
does just that by treating Coburn’s portraits of Vorticist artists as valuable primary
evidence. By the time that he made these pictures, Coburn had switched to what he
described as a “handier” 3 ¼ x 4 ½ inch reflex camera for portraiture. Unlike the
cumbersome large-format camera that he had previously relied upon, the reflex camera
allowed significant maneuverability and encouraged a greater diversity of approaches
than can be found in Coburn’s earlier portraits (with their more-or-less uniformly
indistinct backgrounds and bust-length views).429 With that in mind, Antliff writes:
What makes the series remarkable is that Coburn positioned these artists against
Vorticist paintings that are now lost, thus giving us a visual record of their
appearance; moreover Coburn brings a stylistic and compositional sensibility to
his subjects that attests to his sophisticated understanding of Lewis’s and
Wadsworth’s individual temperaments as well as their Vorticist aesthetic.430
Antliff’s strongest analysis along these lines pertains to Coburn’s portraits of Edward
Wadsworth—which is fitting since Wadsworth was Coburn’s closest friend among the
Vorticists. The two bonded over their mutual love of music (Wadsworth’s wife was a
violinist), shared interest in paper and printmaking (they went on joint outings to visit
429
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paper sellers), and Coburn’s collecting of prints by Wadsworth (the only Vorticist works
in the collection that he donated to the Eastman Museum).431 It is also notable that
Wadsworth’s contribution to the first issue of Blast, in contrast to many far more
pugnacious texts, was a studious and knowing commentary on Wassily Kandinsky’s 1911
Über das Geistige in der Kunst (Concerning the Spiritual in Art).432 The first Blast
appeared in June 1914, and the next month Coburn and Weber corresponded about the
painter’s “music pictures,” which Coburn described as “translations of your impressions
of music into painting.” By August, Coburn was thinking about (apparently unrealized or
lost) “music photographs” along the same lines. While he may not have met Wadsworth
until later in the year, Kandinsky’s enthusiasm for synesthesia and transference between
artistic media could well have provided fertile ground for conversation about this timely
overlapping of interests.433
In analyzing Coburn’s portraits, Antliff first takes up a picture of Wadsworth in
front of his lost canvas A Short Flight, the painter’s homage to the birth of the airplane
[fig. 178, 179]. The work is otherwise well documented, including its publication in the
first issue of Blast, which allowed Antliff to point out that in Coburn’s shot it is upside
down. He suggests that Wadsworth might have placed the large painting in this position
on an easel while adding finishing touches, and that Coburn’s chose to leave it in this
431
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inverted orientation for his portrait because he understood the disquieting effect that his
friend intended:
By choosing to photograph the painting upside down rather than asking
Wadsworth to reposition it, Coburn reinforces the disorienting sense that we as
viewers of the painting experience; we are positioned as if hovering in the air,
observing a landscape from a perspective that has no relation to the orientation of
our bodies on solid earth. He further augments our sense of disorientation by
showing us a close-up of the work without the frame that would delineate the
painting’s physical dimensions and ground the work in the physical space of a
studio.434
This observation already demonstrates a clear resonance between Coburn, Wadsworth,
and their respective pictures, and through another portrait [fig. 180] Antliff notes an even
stronger consonance. This image, the author suggests, may show either of two additional
lost works by Wadsworth: Drydock or Isle of Dogs, both exhibited at the Penguin Club in
January 1917. Antliff writes:
The Vorticist painting… is composed of architectonic and crane-like mechanical
forms evocative of a drydock or the industrial activity on the Isle of Dogs in the
Thames. However, Coburn has augmented the power of Wadsworth’s pose and of
the painting itself by his clever use of shadows: he has photographed Wadsworth
in what appears to be a room with a skylight, and the brightness of the day
combined with the raking light has cast a series of striped shadows on the back
wall. These crisp, rod-like shapes are intersected by the half cylinder of a shadow,
possibly cast by Wadsworth as he leans forward into the picture. Thus Coburn has
used his own medium—a photographic record of natural light—to emulate the
abstraction of Wadsworth's Vorticist prints and paintings.435
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This is a truly inventive achievement by Coburn, and one that Antliff may slightly
understate. The shadows most clearly extend across the back wall, but they also fall on
the painting itself. One darkened bar enters the canvas from the top, another comes in
from the right side, and Antliff’s “half cylinder” overlaps the painting slightly below
there. Each fits right into the painting’s composition, the bars integratings with
Wadsworth’s straight edges, and the sliver of rounded shadow almost perfectly echoing a
rounded form that lies just slightly farther into the canvas. In this way, Coburn’s picture
captures a harmony between real light and painted abstraction, and also between
Wadsworth’s work and the environment of his studio. The sitter himself may even be
drawn in—his face, of course, does not provide a flat surface on which shadows can
register as plainly as they do on a wall or a canvas, but the high contrast where bright and
dark meet on his left cheek may be the continuation of a shadow edge seen more clearly
on the wall behind his head. Such a merging of artist and artwork suggests a confluence
of art and life, of aesthetics and personal commitments—a perceptive and powerful
gesture by Coburn, indicating a sophisticated understanding of Vorticism, in spite of the
misgivings he likely had about the Vorticists’ broader political ideas and social
posturing.436
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If these interpretations seem to make too much of relatively restrained features in
Coburn’s pictures of Wadsworth, note that (even among so many portraits that provide
minimal context for their subjects) similar subtlety can be found elsewhere in Coburn’s
work. I find his 1903 portrait of Arthur Wesley Dow to be a particularly striking case
[fig. 181]. Coburn seated Dow in front of a very large object, whose circular shape,
placed at the center of the frame, provides a symmetrical anchor for the arrangement of
the entire image. Dow’s face is positioned off center, but it rests upon his hand, which is
directly on center, providing a lively play of composition. In this light, the picture could
be described as a much more effective and less stilted application of the same concept
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To what extent did Coburn’s keen understanding of Vorticist aesthetics, reflected
in his portraits of Edward Wadsworth, shape the appearance of his Vortographs? He and
Pound had settled on “Vortography” as a name for this new body of work by September
22, 1916, before Coburn had printed any of his abstract pictures, which suggests the new
works were made with Vorticism in mind. Generally speaking, that association would
call for solid definition; a cold, hard, and precise approach to form; the stationary essence
of a newly-mechanized world represented through a static center point surrounded by a
dynamic whirl. All of this could be achieved through geometric abstraction featuring bold
shapes, flat colors, hard edges, and thrusting diagonals [figs. 95, 96, 182–184].
Scholars have variously observed that Coburn’s contributions to the rebel
movement do not cleanly match this ideal of Vorticism. Tom Normand points to the
smooth gradients of the photographs: “Because of his soft-focus lenses, his Vortographs
are angular and geometric like Vorticist painting but diffuse and ‘feathered’ in their form
and shape.”437 Frank DiFederico goes further, noting the soft indistinctness and dazzling
sense of movement in Coburn’s pictures:
the Vortographs glow with reflected light and nuances of shadow. Shapes tend to
dissolve and hard edges dematerialize. The stasis at the core of Vorticist paintings
and graphics is replaced by a relentless energy… they disavow entirely the basic
tenet of Vorticist art: the necessity of depicting stasis at the centre of things, that
which won the decorative photography competition in Photo Era eleven years later [fig.
91]. What makes the portrait truly impressive, however, is the handle in the lower left
corner, which identifies the crucial circular object not as a piece of decoration but as a
functional item, attractive as it may be. To bring beauty into a situation that might
otherwise be mundane and to make an effective composition by mixing creative
disciplines—these are deep, knowing connections fit for Dow’s specific areas of interest
as an art educator (which I have described in my first chapter’s section titled
Composition).
437
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position and point of view from which all experience acquires meaning and
significance. The difference was the result of Coburn’s enduring interest in light,
of his pictorial aesthetics, and of his use of the Vortoscope.438
Even while describing the Vortographs as “a genuine extension of the rebel programme,”
Richard Cork’s characterization presses further still in identifying differences, adding a
sense of contradiction:
Paradoxically enough, the more Coburn’s images approached the nonrepresentational ideal of Vorticism, the less they succeeded in echoing the
movement’s actual pictorial vocabulary. They became almost formless,
concentrating on the bewildering play of light and dissolving everything in their
field of vision into gossamer. The explosive quality of a Vorticist picture was
achieved, but only at the expense of tangibility: where Lewis had always insisted
on solid definition, Coburn’s instrument dispersed it in a shower of blurred
particles.… The melting confusion of the Vortographs recalled the multiplicity of
Futurism rather than Vorticism’s belief in the viability of single, static objects.439
In making this argument, Cork ignores the fact that, while Coburn’s photographs are less
concrete than many sturdy and static Vorticist compositions, they remain physical and
tactile to a significant degree; these qualities spark the urge to work out how the pictures
were made and thereby make sense of their “melting confusion.” Nevertheless, Cork’s
first sentence and DiFederico’s last they raise the crucial issue of Coburn’s commitment
to photography as a medium. The artist sincerely desired to create appropriate
photography for the modern world, but for this to succeed it was critical that the work
remain distinctly photographic. As DiFederico suggests, Coburn’s working definition of
photography was shaped by pictorialism.440 This conception demanded industrious,
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sincere, and creative engagement with the tools of the medium: camera, lens, and printing
done well but simply and directly. Thus Cork’s paradox: the more that Coburn turned
these tools toward abstraction, the more his results became feathered rather than hardedged, energetic rather than static, bewildering rather than solid. While a Vorticist like
Wadsworth could base a print like The Port [fig. 96] upon a generalized mental image of
a port, a photographer like Coburn (or certainly a photographer who understood the
medium as Coburn did) would have to start with a real port in the physical world. To
move from there to abstraction would require a series of technical and compositional
maneuvers that the Vorticists were never forced to contemplate, working as they were in
other media. As a result, the Vortographs have a very different relationship to the
physical world, one that animates the pictures and tempts viewers to solve their visual
puzzles, yet precludes the typical Vorticist combination of abstraction and solidity that
could be achieved in painting and print making.
If another method for combining abstraction and photography might have left
more room for Vorticist qualities, Coburn did not find it. Picturing plainly recognizable
objects was not compatible with his goals, and even a clear sense of space and scale

aberrant moment in his career, I think it is necessary to point out here that pictorialism is
more capacious than these assertions admit. It spans from Clarence H. White’s robed
women with crystal balls and Robert Demachy’s gum bichromate hazes to Alfred
Stieglitz’s plumes of industrial smoke and Coburn’s own views of New York’s urban
density. Moreover, if Stieglitz and Paul Strand could transition quickly and smoothly
from pictorialism into straight photography, wouldn’t it be unreasonable to suggest that
Coburn could not also pursue new directions by the mid-1910s? Especially when, for
years before he made the Vortographs, his writing quite clearly stated his interest in new
directions fit to modernism? I see no incongruity in suggesting that Coburn maintained
some aspects of pictorialism’s conception of photography while he engaged with
abstraction.
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would have to go. If Coburn created a Vorticist-style painting or drawing and shot a
copy-photography of it, that could hardly be sufficient, for the real work would have been
done in another medium. A gum bichromate print invasively manipulated into some form
of abstraction would not be properly photographic, and might be better identified as a
painting, albeit one rendered with unusual chemicals. Subsequent artists have, of course,
discovered innumerable additional techniques to combine the concepts “abstraction” and
“photography,” and some of these might have facilitated a better compromise with
Vorticism. But those possibilities did not occur to Coburn or were not compatible with
his conception of the central terms involved. And he felt no need to look in these other
directions. The idea to use mirrors and crystals in service of photographic abstraction
surely seemed sufficiently promising; well suited to producing pictures with the novelty,
openness, and compositional rigor that Coburn consistently sought. The resulting images
posess some diagonals, edges, and other features accordant with Vorticism, but Coburn
clearly prioritized allegiance to his conception of photography as a medium and to his
desire to bring that medium into abstraction over Vorticist aesthetics.
This is not to say, however, that Coburn’s strong understanding of Vorticist
pictorial strategies played no role in the development of Vortography. If Vorticism was
not a predominant factor in his abstract photographs in the end, it certainly could have
been one at the beginning. As I have already noted, Coburn and Pound settled on the
name “Vortography” and thus had a connection to Vorticism in mind before the
photographer had printed a single abstract photograph produced with his new methods.
Throughout this chapter and the one before it, I have also pointed out that the most vital
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aesthetic aspect of the Vortographs—the precondition to their being abstract
photography—is their ability to create dazzling disorientation. In late 1916, with the
fantastic parallel technology of dazzle camouflage yet to be invented and abstract art (in
any medium) still relatively new, what better place to find precedents for this sort of
imagery than in Vorticism? When Coburn sought to take real, physical objects and render
them simultaneously unrecognizable and visually exciting, the Vorticists offered an
ample array of examples, even if these were not perfectly analogous.
One paradigmatic Vorticist picture might have provided Coburn with inspiration:
Edward Wadsworth’s A Short Flight [fig. 179]. To paraphrase Antliff’s description, the
painting denies the viewer a stable orientation or a position on solid ground. While its
title might help viewers gain the impression of an aircraft with pistons, wheels, and an
angular frame below, as well as an aerial view of cultivated fields above, both of these
subjects are fragmented into a slew of individual geometric forms and are thus made
indistinct.441 In works by Wadsworth, Lewis, and the other Vorticists, cities, battles,
people, and various other subjects all received similar abstracting treatment. However,
these artists tended not to work from nature directly, or from specific views or images.
A more suitable precedent for the Vortographs can instead be found in the work
of the painter David Bomberg, who was at once closer to and further from Vorticism than
Coburn. I have found no primary documents confirming whether the two artists knew
each other, but Bomberg showed his work alongside the Vorticists in the London Group’s
1914 exhibition at the Goupil Gallery, and Roger Fry was an admirer of his painting, so
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there were multiple avenues through which Coburn would likely have become familiar
with Bomberg’s art. The painter’s relationship with Vorticism was complicated. On the
one hand, he shared the Vorticists’ eagerness to derive art from the dynamism of the
machine age and modern urban life, he identified Cubist painting as a central means to do
so, and he was known as a forceful and assertive member of the avant-garde. On the other
hand, his work only appeared in the “invited to show” section of the 1915 Vorticist
exhibition (reserved for non-members), he did not sign the Vorticist manifesto, and he
explicitly asserted independence from Lewis and his group.442
Nevertheless, two of Bomberg’s better-known paintings, In the Hold and Ju-Jitsu
(each created circa 1913), anticipate integral features of the Vortographs [figs. 185, 186].
Somewhat like Coburn, Bomberg worked more directly from realistic sources than his
Vorticist contemporaries. In each work, he began with a figurative subject (dock workers
handling heavy freight and martial artists, respectively) that he broke down into a series
of Cubist-inspired, hard-edged geometric shapes. He then imposed two grids over each
image, one orthogonal and one diagonal, leaving the works covered by an array of
squares and triangles.
Bomberg’s preparatory study for In the Hold confirms the nature of this process
[fig. 187]. Where any figure-derived shape crossed a grid line, Bomberg usually changed

442

Richard Cork, “Bomberg, David Garshen,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
revised version 5 January 2012, online edition. Bomberg adamantly maintained this
independent position even late in his life, expressing anger when he found himself
included in the 1956 exhibition Wyndham Lewis and Vorticism at the Tate Gallery. Anna
Gruetzner Robins, “‘Reforming with a Pick-Axe’: The First Vorticist Exhibition at the
Dore Galleries in 1915,” in Antliff and Greene, The Vorticists: Manifesto for a Modern
World, 63.

242
its color, interspersing black and white with each shape’s individual hue. As a result, both
the original subjects and the grids are simultaneously visible, coexisting and merging,
producing one fragmentation on top of the other. Amid this density of features, it is
possible to carefully and intentionally follow one edge or shape as it crosses many grid
lines, but any inference of solid form gained this way tends to dissolve upon moving back
to consider the picture more broadly. Much of In the Hold remains ambiguous even after
examination of the painter’s far clearer preparatory study unless the two are scrupulously
compared side-by-side. The experience of Bomberg’s paintings thus converges with the
perceptual effects generated by Vortographs such as Eastman #5, Eastman #42, and
Eastman #51 [figs. 1, 6, 9]. The crowded overlapping of visual elements makes those
components difficult to separate and understand individually. The geometric, faceted
appearance of the shapes adds to this disorientation as multiple forms seem to claim the
same lines and edges. Any single interpretation of a picture tends to be confounded by
other, competing and incompatible interpretations.
It is possible that Bomberg’s paintings inspired Coburn to pursue reflection and
fragmentation in his own work, but for the photographer to make such a leap would have
required a brilliant extrapolation from these abstract canvases and a terrifically immediate
insight into the photographic potential of mirrors and crystals. It seems far more likely
that Coburn independently realized that these tools could serve photographic abstraction.
Bomberg’s paintings are dazzling in their own way and might have provided a lighter sort
of inspiration or suggestion to Coburn, but ultimately Bomberg’s gridded method of
abstraction, effective as it may have been in painting, would not have been applicable
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within Coburn’s conception of photography. Indeed, the differences between these two
bodies of work are just as striking as the similarities.
Their potential relationship to Coburn’s working progress aside, Bomberg’s
paintings also demonstrate another divergence between the Vortographs and Vorticism at
large. Like Lewis and Coburn, Bomberg aimed to create novel art that reflected
unprecedented aspects of modern life. The painter wrote: “the new life should find its
expression in a new art, which has been stimulated by new perceptions. I want to
translate the life of a great city, its motion, its machinery, into an art that shall not be
photographic, but expressive.”443 (Given that both Bomberg and Lewis contrasted their
aspirations with photography’s presumed unadventurous realism, one can understand
why photography was not Pound’s first choice when he looked for ways to extend
Vorticism.)
Bomberg achieved the sort of translation from modern life to modern art that he
was after by starting with urban subject matter and then applying his grids and angular
forms. Coburn did not follow suit. He created the Vortographs indoors, at home—a canny
and inventive tactical retreat amid wartime restrictions, but a move that also deprived the
pictures of an immediate connection to metropolitan settings. But this does not mean that
the Vortographs fail to look distinctly modern. As Coburn said in his catalogue preface,
“where else but in photography will you find such luminosity and such a sense of subtle
gradations?” This, Coburn evidently believed, was what modernity looked like.
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“David Bomberg: Ju-Jitsu,” Tate Britain gallery label, July 2007, reprinted in “David
Bomberg: Ju-Jitsu,” Tate Britain online object listing, accessed 3 January 2022,
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/bomberg-ju-jitsu-t00585.
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Accordingly, the Vortographs correspond to modernity through qualities including
precision, translucency, radiant contrasts, even gradients, the seamless combination of
blur and sharpness, and the flatness and immediacy of photographic printing as opposed
to the slow, built-up accumulation involved in painting. In departing from Vorticist
subject matter, Coburn maintained the advantages of his own, equally modern visual
world.444 When comparing media, he described painting as a “primitive pursuit” and
photography in terms of “modernism” and “vast possibilities.”445 If the Vortographs can
be said to have a specific “meaning,” it will be found in this embodiment of earlytwentieth century life. The glassy pictures realized Coburn’s ambition to create a modern
art that “must live in skyscrapers.”

How Mystical are the Vortographs? (and Coburn’s departure from photography)
In 1922, Coburn published More Men of Mark, the sequel to his earlier book of
portraits. Where the first volume’s group of notable figures ranged from George Bernard
Shaw to Auguste Rodin and Theodore Roosevelt, the second featured Yone Noguchi,
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Some of Coburn’s later photographs of the construction of Liverpool Cathedral might
be described as experiments with an alternative fusion of modern aspects. Indeed, in his
autobiography, Coburn described one of these pictures as having “in some measure the
quality of a Vortograph,” likely because of its dense and high-contrast play of flat
shadows and highlights, its flattened sense of space (likely achieved with a telephoto
lens), and its tangle of lines produced by an intricate array of wooden and metal beams
[see fig. 188–190]. The strong diagonals and tightly packed blacks and whites in this
image are certainly reminiscent of Bomberg’s In the Hold, and the materials of modern
construction lend a further parallel on the level of subject matter. The image demonstrates
Coburn’s continued commitment to composition (and especially Dow’s concept of notan)
in photography, and it shows that after he created the Vortographs he enthusiastically
continued to pursue composition at the expense of clarity.
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[Pound] and Coburn, Vortographs and Paintings by Alvin Langdon Coburn (1917), 6.
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Joseph Conrad, Georges Clemenceau, and (last and quite intentionally least) Alvin
Langdon Coburn himself.446 Five years after he debuted his Vortographs, Coburn was
likely under no particular obligation to represent the Vorticists in this compendium of
notables, especially since the group had long since dissolved. Nevertheless, he included
not only the Vorticist leaders Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis, but Jacob Epstein and
Edward Wadsworth as well [figs. 191, 192]. This selection of subjects indicated Coburn’s
enduring interest in avant-garde art, but it also gave him an occasion to suggest a personal
transition in an entirely different direction. In the substantial essay that opens More Men
of Mark and describes its various portrait subjects, Coburn wrote:
Wyndham Lewis, Cubist (or Vorticist) painter, novelist, editor of Blast, and
overflowing with I know not what other extraordinary activities, is here
represented against one of his own creations, in a defiant attitude. Now, you
know, I am very fond of these revolutionaries. They care not for the musty
conventions of classical art, or the vested interests of the art dealer. “Theirs not to
reason why,” theirs but to square and cube and vorticise, as the spirit moves them.
Edward Wadsworth is another of them, and I photographed him at about the same
time. I wonder what will happen when they get to be established classics! Even
now, in a few short years, this possibility is not without the pale of reason. For is
not Picasso realising large rewards for paintings which only yesterday, it seems,
were laughed to scorn? The world moves swiftly in these modern times. We can
go to Paris in the twinkling of an eye, by aeroplane, and, in consequence, distance
is contracted, and all our activities must be keyed up accordingly! Where is the
old repose and contemplation? We hav’n’t the time to read the books our
grandfathers read. Sometimes one almost feels like saying, ‘Away with it all,’ this
446

Coburn introduced his self portrait with humility characteristic of his usual public
tone: “Of the last portrait in this volume it is not necessary to say much! Many years ago
a young man named Coburn went to Bernard Shaw with a little portfolio of photographs
under his arm, and meekly remarked that he proposed to hold an exhibition in London.
Now, G.B.S. knew his London well—how little it really cared who held exhibitions in its
vast domain, or who did not—and so he said: ‘You will need someone to beat the big
drum for you; I will write you a preface,’ which he forthwith did! The years have sped,
and our young man notices with dismay the first grey hairs appearing, but he has learned
to beat the big drum for himself. Hence this portrait!” Coburn, More Men of Mark (1922),
22–23.
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civilization which can only breed slums and wars. Let us go back to nature and be
refreshed.447
In a paragraph that begins with appreciation of artistic “revolutionaries,” Coburn slowly
but steadily eases himself away, first by espousing an external and skeptical view of the
constant churn of avant-garde progress, and finally by giving serious consideration to a
return to rural simplicity—a thought that might seem idle if not for the dire and timely
invocation of “slums and wars.” And this was not just rhetoric. By 1922 Coburn was
already living out the very transition that he described.
In June 1917, just a few months after the Vortographs’ debut exhibition, Coburn
traveled with his wife Edith and mother Fannie to the rural town of Harlech, Wales,
seeking refuge from the wartime stresses of London.448 They rented space in a large
cottage owned by fellow photographer George Davison and enjoyed a summer of
relaxation that included hiking, cycling, painting, photography, and music (the composers
Cyril Scott and Granville Bantok were also lodging with Davison).449 In October Coburn
wrote to Weber that “The prospect of returning to London and its innumerable air raids is
not a very pleasant one, but if it gets ‘too warm’ we will go away again. Here all is
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Coburn, More Men of Mark (1922), 19.
The Coburn family had similarly spent the previous summer in the English West
Midlands, and Alvin reported to Weber that “I have divided my time here between
painting and cycling, and the out of door air is doing us worlds of good!” Still, the
following summer, Harlech proved to be a destination with more lasting appeal. Letter
from Coburn to Weber, 16 June 1916, AAA microfilm, 451.
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Parker, “Coburn: After Photography,” 17. Davison had previously been a managing
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pictorialist photographer.
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peaceful and quiet.”450 The Coburns did indeed go away to the countryside again,
returning to Harlech each summer, even after the war had ended. In 1920, they built a
house of their own near Davison’s property, on a piece of land called Cae Besi
(Elizabeth’s Field).451 In 1930, two years after Fannie’s death, Alvin and Edith sold their
London house on the bank of the Thames and moved to live in Harlech full time. In 1928
they had built a second house, Brynbugeilydd (Shepherd’s Hill), to lend to friends and
sometimes use themselves, as they did during World War II when Edith converted their
main house into a fifteen-bed hospital for evacuated children with skin troubles.452 This
work and the hardships of another war exacerbated Edith’s prior heart problems, which
made climbing the hills of Harlech unmanageable, and so, in 1945, the Coburns relocated
within Wales to Rhos-on-Sea and a new house that they dubbed Awen (Inspiration).
Health was indeed a significant motivation for the Coburns’ preference for the country—
Alvin managed to control his diabetes through exercise, relaxation, and diet, eventually
eschewing insulin treatments after having depended on them for over two decades.453 All
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in all, the change in lifestyle was drastic. Back in 1922, Amateur Photographer and
Photography magazine had noted that “Goat-rearing, pianola playing, leek eating and oil
painting are only a few of the incidental amusements of [Coburn’s] Welsh retirement,”
and that Alvin’s interests in art were “still as keen as ever, although photography now has
to share his attentions with free-masonry, astrology and mysticism.”454
Religious mysticism was indeed a growing area of interest for Coburn, and it soon
supplanted photography as the central focus of his life. In his autobiography, the artist
described this as a gentle and natural transition: “I had lost nothing of my devotion to
photography, it had just been changed, lifted up and oriented into another and more
spiritual channel.”455 He had long harbored a much less focused interest in this general
area, and many of his colleagues, collaborators, and portrait subjects had mystical
inclinations of one kind or another; that list would include—but would certainly not be
limited to—Frederick Holland Day, Clarence H. White, Edward Carpenter, Maurice
Maeterlinck, Clifford Bax, Gustav Holst, Allan Bennett, and the two composers whom he
met in Harlech, Cyril Scott and Granville Bantok.456 While Coburn’s mystical interests
prior to and during World War I are nearly undocumented, the photographer later
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described the war as “an experience that left a deep mark and led to an intensified search
for things of the spirit.”457
After the war, Coburn became connected to a truly dizzying array of
organizations and activities, and earned a profusion of personal titles. Even an abridged
summary is daunting.458 He became a Freemason in 1919 and began attending Masonic
meetings in Wales and London. He delved further into Masonry by joining the
Metropolitan College of the Societas Rosicruciana in Anglia in 1922, and further still in
1941 through membership in the Order of Eri, an elite group including only senior
members of the S.R.I.A., which itself only admitted Freemasons who had attained the
rank of Master.459 In 1959, he became one of the two Arch Presidents of the August
Order of Light, another obscure Masonic organization, which may have appealed to
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Parker: “The fullest description of Coburn’s career up to 1941 was written by Fred Pick
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Coburn because of its connection to East Asian philosophy and ritual.460 Through
Granville Bantok, Coburn became an Honorary Ovate of the Welsh Gorsedd (meeting of
Druids) in 1927, taking Mab-y-Trioedd (Son of the Triads) as his Bardic name. This did
not make Coburn himself a Druid, but rather recognized his contributions to the cultural
life of Wales. Nevertheless, he delved deeply into the history of the Druids, writing and
lecturing on this topic for other religious organizations.461 Along more mainstream lines,
Coburn was baptized as an Anglican Christian at the church in Harlech in 1930. He was
later confirmed and then became a Lay Reader in the Church of Wales, first in the
Diocese of Bangor while living in Harlech, and then in the St. Asaph Diocese when the
Coburns moved to Rhos-on-Sea.462
Finally and most importantly, in 1923 Coburn met a man who, as he reported in
his autobiography, “influenced my life more profoundly and changed it more completely
than any other person I have ever known.” Respecting this mentor’s wishes, Coburn did
not identify the person who he said “was great in every possible way. Wise, discerning,
keenly alive to true happiness, and giving you every encouragement to live up to the
highest and noblest ideals.”463 It was he who introduced Coburn to The Universal Order,
which today describes itself as “a small yet world-wide organisation, which offers
systematic teaching in those philosophical principles which underlie all real knowledge
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and wisdom, and which are the foundation of all creation.”464 The group maintains strict
privacy for its members, hence the anonymity of the man who brought Coburn into the
fold.465
Much of my specific understanding of Coburn’s religious and mystical activities
in the Order (and more broadly) comes from Derek Parker—Librarian at The Fintry
Trust, an educational charity connected to The Universal Order—who has very kindly
shared his own research as well as a variety of publicly available information. Parker
notes that his writing about Coburn is not intended to be scholarly, but it is nevertheless
far more thorough and informative than any other available source. Moreover, his
privileged access to documents left to The Universal Order by Coburn makes his work
consequential, even if he is unable to cite those private materials directly. Parker writes:
It is not possible to say what drew Coburn to The Universal Order so decisively.
He was certainly interested in comparative religion, had read Emerson,
Maeterlinck and Edward Carpenter keenly, and had begun to explore Theosophy.
However the Order offers a system of training “in universal wisdom, founded
upon the basic principles which underlie all aspects of science, art, philosophy,
464

“Homepage,” The Universal Order, accessed 15 April 2021,
http://www.theuniversalorder.org.uk/. Parker provides a note on the organization’s
history: “Having been first established in 1911 as the School of Grecian Wisdom, it had,
by this time, become The Universal Order. With the new name came a period of reorganisation and development.” Parker, “Coburn: After Photography,” 5.
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Derek Parker elaborates: “Its system of training deals with its members’ most intimate
and personal concerns—one’s relationship with God—and this is a relationship which no
organisation can come between. Therefore The Universal Order never comments on its
members or its activities, whatever the public speculation. This was a viewpoint that
Coburn inherited when he joined, and one that he would conscientiously maintain
throughout all his involvement with the group.” Regarding information on Coburn, he
immediately adds: “For this reason, out of respect for the Order and its principles, it will
not be possible to comment on the different roles that Coburn played in the organisation.
However, there is much which is in the public domain that can be communicated and
which throws light on the life that Coburn chose to follow after his active career as a
photographer.” Parker, “Coburn: After Photography,” 4.
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and religion in their broadest and most comprehensive phases. It is especially
intended for those who seek definite instruction along these lines, rather than a
variety of haphazard pursuits.” Clearly the living example of his mentor was
crucial, but the systematic training now on offer may well have strongly appealed
to him.466
Parker’s explanation of the attraction that the Order held for Coburn certainly seems to fit
the photographer’s own description in his autobiography: “The whole of life became
ordered and took on a new significance and purpose, which has remained with me up to
the present day.”467
Beyond ranks and broad ideas, Parker adds tangible specificity to his account in
writing that after Coburn joined The Universal Order, “the pattern of its year shaped all
his activities.”468 These included an annual convention, group retreats, lectures, writing
for the group’s magazine The Shrine of Wisdom, and guiding individual members through
the Order’s structured path of learning.469 Coburn’s lecture titles suggest the content of
these undertakings: “The Druids,” “Dante and the Hierarchies,” “The Mystery of the
Spiral,” “Mystical Death,” “The Simple Way in China,” “The Living Symbols of
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Freemasonry,” “The Ten Avatars of Vishnu and the Ramayana,” etc.470 He delivered
these lectures for The Universal Order and for the many other spiritual organizations in
which he was involved, maintaining energetic devotion to each. A Masonic colleague
described him as a truly dedicated participant, “one who has not hesitated to attend every
meeting and Committee though the effort has involved him in a journey of about 125
miles each way.”471 To prepare for all of this activity, Coburn read avidly and literally
crammed his home at Rhos-on-Sea full of books; in a note to Beaumont Newhall, he
noted that the volumes he wished to donate to the George Eastman Museum could be
found “in my bedroom cupboard, in my bedroom over clothing, small bedroom under
shawl, in drawing room under Encyclopedia Britannica,” and more.472
This major shift in the direction of Coburn’s life, combined with the generally
mysterious look of the Vortographs, has suggested to scholars that the photographer’s
abstract pictures might be a direct embodiment of his interests in mysticism, which were
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likely growing not only after World War I, but during it as well. The most prominent
advocates for this point of view have been Anne McCauley, Tom Normand, and, to an
extent, Mike Weaver, and the topic has also frequently arisen in the many discussions
that I have had regarding my research on Coburn. While it is appropriate to address this
potential connection, scarcely any information about Coburn’s interests in mysticism
before the 1920s is available. The photographer certainly did not discuss mysticism in his
public advocacy for the Vortographs in their exhibition catalogue, his “Future of Pictorial
Photography” essay, or his exchange of letters to the editor with Frederick Evans. If any
mystical intentions did exist behind the making of the Vortographs, they were kept
private. Even in Coburn’s more confidential documents, anything so much as a
retrospective comment on mysticism in this early period is very rare. This could be the
result of his careful and extensive editing of his own records and the high degree of
privacy practiced by many of the esoteric religious groups in which he participated, but
mysticism is not discussed even in the surviving documents that were outside the reach of
Coburn’s culling.473 The most extensive records of this kind are the photographer’s many
letters to Max Weber, which remained in the painter’s possession until they were copied
by the Smithsonian Institution’s Archives of American Art. The letters can be both highly
candid (Coburn discusses strife within his family under the pressures of World War I and
treats this as an extremely private matter) and highly casual (one of the most common
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topics is Coburn’s yearning to see Weber over a dinner of Chinese noodles), and yet
mysticism is never discussed in earnest on any of the many hundreds of pages written
from 1911 onward.474
Under these circumstances, conclusions about the Vortographs’ possible
connections to mysticism should remain provisional and stated in terms of likelihood
rather than certainty. Nevertheless, previous scholars have taken a variety of declarative
positions, each with its own pitfalls. The analysis of their shortcomings provides a useful
framework for the further consideration of this topic.
First, there is the tendency to assume that Coburn could not engage with
mysticism while simultaneously maintaining other interests, namely in modernism and in
photography as a medium. This misconception is evident in Tom Normand’s conclusion
474

In 1921 Coburn wrote to Weber: “I am now much interested in Freemasonry. Do you
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340; Coburn, Alvin Langdon Coburn: Photographer, An Autobiography (1966), 22.

256
that the artist “was in flight from… modernity at the very point when he created the most
modern and unremittingly modernist vision in photography.”475 As I demonstrated in my
previous section, Coburn was genuinely attuned to and comfortable with avant-garde art,
urban life, and modernism more broadly. Indeed, he aspired to strengthen photography’s
connections to modernism and stated this goal outright. Any claim that his creation of the
Vortographs was influenced by mysticism must also acknowledge and be compatible
with Coburn’s other intentions that are represented much more plainly in the available
evidence.
Next, there is the failure to recognize that Coburn’s mystical and spiritual
interests changed significantly over time, found throughout Mike Weaver’s 1986
biography. Weaver offers little to no differentiation between the likes of the Linked Ring,
the Freemasons, the Welsh Gorsedd, Swedenborgianism, and more. His drastic
abbreviations and generalizations hastily mash these entities together, construing mystical
practice as a single, homogenous mass.476 This allows Weaver to argue for existence of a
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constant and consistent “mental basis” throughout Coburn’s entire life: “The mental basis
of the photographer may not change, but the conditions under which he or she works
do.”477 This in turn paves the way for Weaver’s dismissal of the Vortographs as
meaningless aberrations:
Coburn was never anything other than the complete epopt who dealt in mysteries.
Dematerialization or idealization was his aim. While this was restrained by his
relation to the Pictorialist tradition, he could work against its conventional aspects

span decades of Coburn’s life, from Linked Ring to Gorsedd, from three rings to triads.
But Weaver provides no evidence that Coburn would have been concerned with or even
aware of any Masonic aspects of the Linked Ring (whose stated goals pertained to the
promotion of photography among the fine arts and had nothing to do with mysticism, at
least on an immediate level) in 1900, so many years before his active engagement with
mysticism becomes apparent in extant documents. Moreover, the connection between the
Linked Ring’s emblem and the Bardic name which Coburn assumed so much later is
extremely loose, especially since “Son of the Triads” could more plausibly be a reference
to the medieval Welsh tradition of imparting folklore, myth, and wisdom through triadic
rhetoric, and to the Welsh Triads, a body of literature in this format. Such a reference
could have been a general tribute to Coburn’s pursuit of knowledge. More broadly, from
the three rays of the traditional symbol for Awen (the name of Coburn’s home in Rhoson-Sea) to the trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit observed by the Anglican Church (in
which Coburn was a Lay Reader) and beyond, tripartite symbolism is quite common in
many places with many distinct meanings. Given its lack of specificity, Weaver’s
connection here is almost entirely arbitrary. Weaver’s conflation of Masonry and
Swedenborgianism is also strange—the two separate practices have overlapped in some
cases, but Weaver mentions none of these. Instead, his paragraph immediately meanders
into even broader generalizations about comparative religion (and then it becomes
sidetracked amid homophobic claims about Frederick Holland Day, which I have already
criticized in footnote 100). Weaver’s sense of unchanging unity in Coburn’s life thus
arises from oversimplification, in this passage and beyond. For an additional example,
see my previous footnote (number 139) regarding the lack of specificity and evidence in
his interpretation of Masonic symbolism in Coburn’s earlier landscape photographs.
Weaver sometimes offers valuable insights (particularly in his discussion of Coburn’s
adaptation of East Asian compositional strategies) but overgeneralization is a broad
pattern throughout his book. Weaver, Coburn: Symbolist Photographer, 6.
477
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to wonderful effect; but when he broke with that tradition, his ideal philosophy
turned his work into ciphers of no importance to anyone other than himself.478
Weaver provides no reasoning or evidence to support his description of the Vortographs
as coded “ciphers.” More importantly, the notion that Coburn “was never anything other
than” a single sort of person is bizarre. Although some of his interests remained relatively
consistent, his thinking changed over time, and each body of his photographic work
(including the Vortographs) has its own particular context. The idea that the same
“mental basis” was shared by Coburn, the highly ambitious young photographer, and
Coburn, the placid elder sage who believed that religious mysticism was vastly more
important than art, is preposterous, at least if “mental basis” refers to anything
substantial.479 Those who identify mysticism in the Vortographs must attend carefully to
chronology and context.
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Weaver, Coburn: Symbolist Photographer, 64. A note of convenience for any readers
who may be unfamiliar with the term “epopt,” as I was: An epopt was an initiate in the
highest grade of the Eleusinian Mysteries of the Panhellenic Sanctuary of Eleusis in
ancient Greece, but the word is also used generically to refer to anyone instructed in a
secret system. Ironically, the term’s usage parallels Weaver’s writing in its jumbling of
specificity and generalization.
479
I draw this characterization of Coburn in his elder years from the photographer’s own
autobiography: “If you compare photography and religious mysticism as alternatives to
which one should devote one’s life, can there be any doubt as to their respective
importance?” I also intend to echo a truly odd passage from Weaver: “It is very hard to
recognize as the same person the young man in the Whistlerian top hat and the vegetarian
who kept goats and whose hobbies were walking, cycling, and gardening. The mental
basis of Coburn’s life was committed to hidden or ideal philosophy from his beginnings
as a ‘young Parsifal’ in 1904 to his Grand Stewardship of England in the Allied Degrees
of Masonry in 1930.” Confusingly, these two consecutive sentences (though separated in
the original text by a paragraph break) make opposite claims—Coburn changed a great
deal, Coburn did not change at all. I do not believe that Weaver ever successfully
reconciles these two point of view. Coburn, Alvin Langdon Coburn: Photographer, An
Autobiography (1966), 122; Weaver, Coburn: Symbolist Photographer, 8.
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“Mysticism” itself is a broad and even conveniently vague catch-all term, and it
can be useful as such. “Mysticism” was very much “in the air” during Coburn’s
photographic career. It encompasses Clarence H. White’s pictures of women holding
crystal balls, Frederick Holland Day’s self-portraits in the guise of Christ, Arthur Wesley
Dow’s belief that art was beyond scientific understanding and “the birthright of every
human being,” Sadakichi Hartmann’s claim that Coburn’s portraits had “what the critic
calls soul quality,” and on and on.480 Some of this mystical allusion was merely aesthetic
or literary affect, and some was earnest, and it is often vitally necessary to be precise. The
differences are significant, and any investigation that lacks specificity can easily go awry.
Anne McCauley’s 2013 essay “Witch Work, Art Work, and the Spiritual Roots of
Abstraction: Ezra Pound, Alvin Langdon Coburn and the Vortographs” is a more detailed
investigation that warrants deep consideration. In claiming the existence of mystical
intentions behind the Vortographs, McCauley’s derives evidence from two areas of
Coburn’s work in the 1910s. The first of these is a series of haunting portraits showing
their subjects with eyes at once open and closed, overlapping in multiple exposures [fig.
193]. Coburn adopted this technique, McCauley says, “with willing sitters who were
spiritualists and practitioners of meditation,” including Max Beerbohm, Maurice
Maeterlinck, Ruth St. Denis, and Robert Bridges.481 Her second source of corroborating
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Dow, Composition (1903), 14; Hartmann “Alvin Langdon Coburn—Secession
Portraiture” (1907), 252.
481
McCauley, “Witch Work: Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 161. Later,
McCauley discusses the multiple-exposure portraits of Ezra Pound and Marius De Zayas
that were received as “vorticist portraits” at the London Salon in September 1916 [figs.
46, 47], but she mainly connects them to Pound, De Zayas, and Coburn’s shared interests
in Cubism. She also suggests that it was Coburn’s employing this technique with Pound
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evidence is Coburn’s set of illustrations for Maeterlinck’s 1914 “Foretelling the Future:
How Far May We Peer Into the Great Unknown?” and “The Unknown Guest”—together
a two-part essay on the significance of premonitions that was published in Nash’s Pall
Mall Magazine, a general interest periodical [figs. 194–197]. These pictures were highly
unusual for Coburn, as they variously involved combination printing of multiple
negatives into one image, the literal illustration of an accompanying text, and artificially
posed and contrived scenes. They were quite unlike the earlier, open-ended and
suggestive images that he made for Henry James and H.G. Wells.
By themselves, these two bodies of work do not support McCauley’s vigorouslystated declaration that “Coburn’s frame of reference (and immediate trigger in the form
of the Maeterlinck text) was an already consolidated belief that the material world was
only an inferior shadow of an immutable and perfect spiritual life.”482 McCauley provides
no further support for this claim, though the idea of “an immutable and perfect spiritual
life” far exceeds Maeterlinck’s much more reserved, quasi-scientific discussion of a
series of case studies involving premonitions.483 Nevertheless, McCauley does usefully

that got the photographer and the poet thinking together about photographic abstraction,
leading to the Vortographs. Strangely, McCauley never explicitly connects Coburn’s
earlier experimental portraits with open and closed eyes to these later tripled images.
Doing so might have provided an opportunity to claim that Coburn’s means for
illustrating mysticism and Cubism were converging by 1916, and perhaps that these two
interests continued to mingle together in the Vortographs. McCauley, “Witch Work:
Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 164–165.
482
McCauley, “Witch Work: Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 163.
483
Maeterlinck begins “The Unknown Guest” with a very clear statement of the limits of
his investigation, which is characteristic of his measured approach: “Let us keep to the
facts as we see them: an unknown faculty, buried deep in our being and generally
inactive, perceives on rare occasions, events that have not yet taken place. We possess
but one certainty on this subject—namely, that the phenomenon actually occurs without
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call attention to the fact that, by the early 1910s, Coburn had begun to test photography’s
capacity for mystical content. This establishes a basis for seeking out similar motivations
in the Vortographs, without anti-chronological reference to Coburn’s later mystical
pursuits.
In her analysis of the Vortographs themselves, McCauley is especially perceptive
about the materials used to make the pictures, and about their general appearance:
And yet, of course, the photographs are not abstract, but represent real things—
crystals, reflected and refracted under the influence of strong artificial lights that
flared into the lens. Crystals and cut glass objects were not neutral forms that just
happened to by lying around the house. Whether natural minerals or fashioned by
gem cutters, crystals had long been associated with magical properties and with
the underlying geometry of matter.… after the discovery of X-ray crystallography
in 1912, the idea of crystals as symbols of eternal, essential and pure form beyond
the vagaries of human error became popular in modernist poetry and criticism.484
I will offer a different understanding of abstraction as a category in this project’s
conclusion, but McCauley is not wrong in asserting the physical basis of the Vortographs.
The important point in her passage is that the look of these pictures would not have been
neutral. Though Coburn’s photographs do not legibly record the arrangement of

ourselves; it is, therefore, within ourselves that we must first study it, without burdening
ourselves with suppositions which remove it from its centre and simply shift the
mystery.… Until the spirits testify to their existence in an unanswerable fashion, there is
no advantage for seeking in the grave for the solution of a riddle that appears to lie at the
roots of our own life.” Maurice Maeterlinck, “The Unknown Guest,” Nash’s Pall Mall
Magazine, vol. 55, no. 264 (April 1915): 185.
484
McCauley, “Witch Work: Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 166. McCauley
offers no justification for her claim here about “strong artificial lights flared into the lens”
being used in the creation of the Vortographs. I cannot say for certain, but insofar as the
Vortographs lack particularly harsh highlights or sharp reflections of light sources (or
lens flares, for that matter), I tend to believe that the abstract pictures were shot in the
same natural light as Coburn’s mirrored portraits of Pound.
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particular objects in recognizable space, it is clear at a glance that they were made with
crystals and similar items, and these objects can have mystical associations.
McCauley goes on to survey contemporaneous literature and criticism, noting that
for the Vorticists “The crystal was at once a hard, masculine distillation; a purification
and eschewal of the mushiness of Victorian culture and Art Nouveau frilliness; and an
endless play of reflections into which the self could disappear.”485 Her description of “an
endless play of reflections” is a well-chosen evocation of the Vortographs. McCauley’s
observation that crystals would not have been simply “lying around the house” is
significant too; Coburn or Pound must have acquired them or had them in hand for a
particular purpose, and this might well have involved mysticism.
However, there are reasons to question this line of interpretation. Certainly
crystals can and often do carry associations with mysticism, but these associations are not
necessarily intended by every artist who employs crystals in their work.486 Coburn had
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McCauley, “Witch Work: Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 166.
Here I am speaking in part from personal experience that has a surprisingly high
degree of relevance. As an undergraduate senior at Wesleyan University in the fall
semester of 2009, I took the only studio art class of my college studies: Digital
Photography I. At the same time I was hired to photograph lectures taking place on
campus at the Samuel Wadsworth Russell House, which had an interior of muted earth
tones that Coburn would likely have appreciated. For class I submitted a close-up photo
of a Russell House chandelier [fig. 198]. The picture interested me first as an
arrangement of geometric forms, second for its even tone and almost monochromatic
appearance despite its being shot in color, and third as a representation of the building’s
ambience. That week, students’ pictures were shown anonymously for discussion and
critique, and so I sat quietly and with great surprise as my classmates began describing
the picture in terms of magic and mysticism—I very clearly remember someone looking
up at the picture and saying “It’s taking me on a mystical journey.” This line of
discussion lasted for so long and met with such universal agreement among those
speaking that eventually I felt compelled to break with protocol, claim the picture as
mine, and note that it was, in fact, of a chandelier—this seemed relevant to me because I
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ample reason to utilize crystals—without considering mysticism—to create the visual
disorientation that he sought in the Vortographs. Indeed, if, as I have already proposed,
Coburn’s three-mirror pictures of window frames and bicycle wheels preceded and led to
the full-fledged Vortographs, his initial venturing into abstraction did not require crystals
or other objects with mystical connotations. Crystals might simply have offered better
opportunities for creating abstraction than the more easily recognizable objects he used
previously. Coburn could quite plausibly have been drawn to them primarily or even
solely for this reason, regardless of any conceptual associations. Also outside of
mysticism, perhaps the hard-edged visual style and sometimes crystal-oriented rhetoric of
the Vorticists added further prompting.487 Moreover, McCauley’s contention that
associations between crystals and mysticism were pervasive when the Vortographs
debuted is undercut by the fact that none of the reviewers of Coburn’s 1917 exhibition
made this connection. Simply put, if the relationship between crystals and mysticism was

was proud of having turned a real object into a more abstract image. Of course, I do not
expect that Coburn’s intentions with the Vortographs necessarily parallel mine with this
picture, but my experience is a clear and strikingly analogous example (crystals,
mysticism, and all) of an artist’s work remaining open to unexpected and unintended
associations. Such associations can, of course, be very meaningful for the viewers to
whom they occur, but the mere availability of such an association should not count as
persuasive historical evidence in itself. Allan Sekula’s contentions regarding photography
and discursive context, which I covered at the outset of this chapter, lead clearly to this
same conclusion.
487
As McCauley suggests, some of this rhetoric has a mystical aspect, but that is not
always the case. For example, in the first issue of Blast magazine (and in a passage
McCauley quotes in part) Henri Gaudier-Brzeska wrote “We have been influenced by
what we liked most, each according to his own individuality, we have crystallized the
sphere into the cube, we have made a combination of all the possible shaped masses—
concentrating them to express our abstract thoughts of conscious superiority.” Here the
focus seems to be on Cubism, visual form, and sociopolitical commentary, rather than
mysticism. Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, “Vortex,” in Lewis, Blast, no. 1 (1914), 158.
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clear and important, why did no one—not Coburn, not Pound, not anyone in the press—
ever mention it?
Indeed, many of the photographer’s contemporaries instead accused him not of
mystical meaningfulness but of creating hollow, artificial pictures that departed from
nature. Several reviewers explicitly complained that Coburn had made works devoid of
all meaning, including an anonymous writer in The Amateur Photographer &
Photographic News: “The world we live in has the habit of meaning something—
usually.… Mr. Coburn, and his vorticists, by seeking for forms and patterns rather than
meaning and utilities, plunge us back to the beginning of things. They find chaos more
pleasing than creation, random more satisfying than reality.”488 This is not to say that
McCauley’s insights lack value, but while the spiritualist associations of crystals open the
possibility of mystical intentions behind the Vortographs, they do not provide positive
evidence of such intentions.489
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The Magpie, “A.P. Causerie” (26 February 1917), 4. The rest of this passage may help
to clarify the phrase “the beginning of things”: “They are fully entitled to their opinion,
and it is yet possible that the world may see the error of its way and retrace its steps back
to the jungle and a heap of bricks and truth and abundance and unsophistication and
cubism and vorticism and Mr. Coburn and all the lot of them. But not yet, I hope—not
until I have shuffled off this mortal vortex of my own.”
489
As with her analysis of Coburn’s collaboration with Maeterlinck, I believe that
McCauley’s claims here are fair, but too strong and specific. For a more detailed
example, late in her discussion of crystals she writes that “It is tempting to want to relate
[Coburn’s cut glass forms] to the five Platonic solids—geometric forms considered to be
the building blocks of all matter and associated with the for elements plus ether (the
tetrahedron/fire; the cube/earth; the octohedron[sic]/air; the dodecahedron/ether; the
icosahedron; water). Kits with glass Platonic solids are still available in occult stores and
would have circulated in London during the war, when there was a Renaissance of
spiritualism in an effort to contact dead soldiers. Coburn in fact kept a small, crystal
amulet among the occult objects preserved in his archives and wrote about the meaning
of the Platonic solids much later in the 1930s and 1940s.” As far as I can tell, however,
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In her conclusion, McCauley notes both the use of crystals in hypnosis and the
orderliness of the patterns that Coburn created in his Pianola experiments before writing
that
Number and rhythm were at the heart of all life, and the leap to making
photographs of geometric, transparent crystals moving in and out of focus was not
too far conceptually from the motivations behind his music compositions. Within
the context of occult practices, gazing at such photographs was akin to skrying, or
staring at rotating objects or crystal balls to loosen connections with material life
and the Great War, which Coburn recalled “left a deep mark” on him and “led to
an intensified search for things of the spirit.” Coburn suggested as much in his
comments about the Vortographs in his autobiography, in which he mused that
one needed to look at the photographic prints together to appreciate their variety:
“their intriguing combinations have for me an enduring fascination which
increases with the passage of the years.”490
In this passage McCauley suddenly and drastically shifts to making highly specific claims
about the motivations behind the Vortographs and how the pictures might have been seen
function, and this reaches well beyond the available evidence. To begin with, her
understanding of skrying (often spelled “scrying”) seems erroneous. The Oxford English
there are no cubes and tetrahedrons to be found in the Vortographs, and there are clearly
a variety of forms that lack the strict regularity and symmetry of Plato’s polyhedrons—
plainly, the Platonic solids did not provide a strong organizing principle for Coburn’s
pictures. Moreover, McCauley’s proposed connections here are quite loose and leave
many necessary connections unmade: Did these efforts to contact dead soldiers involve
Platonic solids, or is the connection through occult shops merely incidental? Was
Coburn’s crystal amulet in the shape of a Platonic solid, and had he obtained it by the
time he made the Vortographs? Do Coburn’s texts from the ‘30s and ‘40s suggest any
specific connection to photography, or is the potential overlap in subject matter only
coincidental? McCauley, “Witch Work: Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 168.
490
McCauley, “Witch Work: Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 169–170. Between
discussing crystals and Coburn’s interests in music, McCauley also describes the mystical
interests of Coburn’s portrait sitters in the mid-1910s, including some of the musicians
that he photographed for the unrealized project Musicians of Mark. Once again, I
consider this evidence compelling but circumstantial and insufficient to prove Coburn’s
own intentions for the Vortographs. McCauley’s most concrete and compelling claim
here may be that Coburn drew an astrological chart for the photographer George Davison
in 1916 or 1917, but she provides no citation for this.
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Dictionary defines the term in a way that is much more familiar to me: “To see images in
pieces of crystal, water, etc. which reveal the future or secrets of the past or present.”
McCauley’s use of the term instead seems to suggest inducing something closer to a
trance or meditation that would not necessarily include prophetic visions (she mentions
nothing of the sort).491 More importantly, it is not clear what qualities of these static
photographs make them comparable to “rotating objects or crystal balls.” McCauley
suggests that there is “rhythm” in the Vortographs akin to music, but the pictures are far
more disorderly than most music or the steady and predictable rhythms typically
associated with hypnosis, meditation, trances, or rotation in general. And while
McCauley suggests that “gazing at such photographs” occurred “within the context of
occult practices,” she names no particular occult practices in which Coburn might have
been involved or about which he might have been thinking, and she offers no clarifying
footnotes.492 Finally, Coburn’s enduring interest in the Vortographs as “intriguing
combinations” seems to suggest that he remained fascinated by their pictorial and
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“scry, v.2,” Oxford English Dictionary Online, March 2021, Oxford University Press,
https://www-oed-com.proxy.library.upenn.edu/view/Entry/173788.
492
To expand consideration a few words further, McCauley writes: “Within the context
of occult practices, gazing at such photographs was akin to skrying…” McCauley’s use
of the definite “was” (emphasis added) as opposed to the conditional “would have been”
adds to my confusion. By a literal reading, it suggests that occultists had already been
using photographs other than the Vortographs to induce trances or prophetic visions
before Coburn made his pictures. I have encountered no instances in which this was the
case. The mystically-inclined cameraless photographs of the night sky that August
Strindberg dubbed Celestographs in the 1890s are the closest example I can think of, but
these were intended to reveal universal realities and truths in and of themselves, rather
than by inducing trances or prophetic visions. Again, greater specificity from McCauley
here might have been illuminating. For Strindberg’s work, see: Lyle Rexler, The Edge of
Vision: The Rise of Abstraction in Photography (New York: Aperture Foundation, 2009),
54–55.
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compositional aspects (in line with his many public comments on the photographs) rather
than any mystical associations.
While Coburn (along with almost everyone around him) might have had good
reason to flee from the grim material reality of World War I, the artist explicitly stated his
desire to engage with modernism and make use of it in responding to the war directly
with something “high and dramatic” and even “heroic.”493 Moreover, my own
investigations into the manner by which the Vortographs were created have illuminated
the highly creative and enjoyable qualities of the endeavor, not in spite of but because of
its intensive physicality. By considering Coburn’s mystical inclinations while avoiding
his other interests, McCauley encounters some of the same pitfalls as Normand.
McCauley brings her discussion to a close by quoting Ezra Pound’s exhibition
catalogue essay on the Vortographs:
Pound’s written comments on the Vortographs can be interpreted as equally
directing the viewer away from the strife of the present into the purer realm of
formal abstraction. He claimed that “the modern will enjoy vortograph No. 3, not
because it reminds him of a shell bursting on a hillside, but because the
arrangement of forms pleases him,” and “he will enjoy vortograph No. 8, not
because it reminds him of a falling Zeppelin, but because he likes the shape and
arrangement of its blocks of dark and light.” …As [Pound] had written in an essay
on musician Arnold Dolmetsch in 1915, “When any man is able, by a pattern of
notes or by an arrangement of planes and colors, to throw us back into the age of
truth, everyone who has been cast back into that age of truth for one instant gives
honour to the spell which has worked, to the witch-work or the art-work, or
whatever you like to call it.’ At once witch work and art work, magical in their
unresolved shapes and fractured geometric units, the Vortographs for both Pound
and Coburn promised to release the willing observer from the fear of material

493

Letter from Coburn to Weber, 14 July 1915, AAA microfilm, 428–429. I quote this
passage in full above, while discussing the wartime context of the Vortographs.
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destruction into a world beyond images in which mind and spirit could again
become one.494
With its substantial engagement with Pound’s text, this analysis is initially compelling,
but McCauley significantly overstates the poet’s interest in actual “witch work.” The key
to understanding Pound’s position on these matters can be found in his essay
“Vorticism,” which introduced the movement to general audiences in 1914. In it he
approximates the artist James Abbott McNeill Whistler’s argument about a painting
depicting Trotty Veck, a character invented by Charles Dickens:
Whistler said somewhere in the Gentle Art: “The picture is interesting not because
it is Trotty Veg [sic], but because it is an arrangement in colour.” The minute you
have admitted that, you let in the jungle, you let in nature and truth and abundance
and cubism and Kandinsky, and the lot of us. Whistler and Kandinsky and some
cubists were set to getting extraneous matter out of their art; they were ousting
literary values.495
In an intricate and writerly twist, Pound’s “not because… but because…” rhetorical
construction in describing the Vortographs turns out to be a reworking of his own earlier
adaptation of Whistler.496 Beyond sentence structure, the topics are also analogous. In
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McCauley, “Witch Work: Pound, Coburn and the Vortographs,” 170.
Pound, “Vorticism” (1914), 464.
496
Here is the original passage from Whistler’s essay, which was titled “The Red Rag”
and published in his 1878 collection of critical writing titled The Gentle Art of Making
Enemies. It notably does not include the “not because… but because…” structure which
Pound likely invented himself: “They say, 'Why not call it 'Trotty Veck,' and sell it for a
round harmony of golden guineas?'—naïvely acknowledging that, without baptism, there
is no… market! But even commercially this stocking of your shop with the goods of
another would be indecent—custom alone has made it dignified. Not even the popularity
of Dickens should be invoked to lend an adventititous [sic] aid to art of another kind from
his. I should hold it a vulgar and meretricious trick to excite people about Trotty Veck
when, if they really could care for pictorial art at all, they would know that the picture
should have its own merit, and not depend upon dramatic, or legendary, or local interest.”
Pound’s adaptation turns out to be slightly inaccurate—Whistler’s hypothetical picture
never likely never depicted the Dickens character at all; the suggested title is an arbitrary
495
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each of the two parallel cases, Pound advocates for visual art that sustains itself without
external associations, such as wartime violence or literary characters. He vigorously
supports artists who get such “extraneous matter out of their art,” and mystical concepts
would likely have fallen within the category of “extraneous matter.” Through these ideas
Pound did not aim to move beyond images, as McCauley suggests, but rather to focus so
intently on the interest generated by “an arrangement in colour” as to exclude everything
else.
The passage from Pound’s “Vorticism” essay even offers an explanation of his
later use of the term “truth” in writing about Dolmetsch, as quoted by McCauley. His
“age of truth” is one in which artistic media are pure and “literary values” have been
ousted from visual art. Being rapidly thrust into these purified conditions could provide a
moment of radical immediacy and clarity, a moment so potent as to seem like the product
of magic or “witch work”—but only in a figurative sense. The goals and even the means
that Pound proposed are, in the end, strictly artistic rather than mystical. In fact, his
contentions were neatly aligned with the anonymous writer in The Amateur
Photographer & Photographic News who worried that Vorticism would nullify meaning
to “plunge us back to the beginning of things,” except that Pound put a positive spin on
the idea of returning to primal conditions.497 For him, abstraction would be revelatory

attempt to make a greater profit by spuriously adding a definite association to a less
definite picture. James Abbott McNeill Whistler, “The Red Rag,” in The Gentle Art of
Making Enemies, new edition (London: William Heinemann, 1893), 126–127.
497
The idea that true or genuine experiences of the world might best be achieved through
unmediated, direct perception free from conceptualization, habit, or tradition can be
found in many modern sources, from Friedrich Nietzsche to Charles Sanders Peirce and
many others. I owe my own understanding of this trend to Richard Shiff, who has written
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rather than nugatory. Like Coburn, the poet saw the invention of abstraction as bringing
about a categorical shift in how visual media would function (even if he was not fully
convinced that photography could make the same advances as painting). In this light,
Pound quite likely did not view the Vortographs in terms of McCauley’s suggestion that
“mind and spirit could again become one,” but in terms of photography’s fledgling
potential to unite image and truth through abstraction. For Pound, a successful art of this
kind would neither abandon nature, nor illustrate external ideas, nor literally do magic.
Rather, in its visual and material purity, it would reveal nature with newfound directness.
Once again, McCauley’s strong and specific claims about mysticism seem to be
misaligned with the available evidence.
I hope that I do not seem to have protested too much or at too great of length in
these discussions of scholarship by Normand, Weaver, and McCauley. However, since
my own hypotheses regarding the Vortographs’ relationship to mysticism are far more
modest by comparison, I have found it necessary to address these prior claims so that
they should not predominate by virtue of being more ambitious and declarative. As I
hope to have demonstrated here, those qualities (typically compelling and laudable in
academic writing) become liabilities for scholarship addressing Coburn’s scantly
documented interests in mysticism before the 1920s.
How can I arrive at a more secure position? To follow my own advice, a
proposition regarding the Vortographs’ relationship to mysticism should be presented as
provisional rather than certain, should account for Coburn’s broader interests beyond
about it in many different places. Among them, I recommend his book Doubt (New York:
Routledge, 2008).
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mysticism, should address mystical beliefs and practices with specificity, and should
work effectively with what little evidence is available. I believe a good starting point can
be found in attending to a distinction that has been given too little attention in prior
research on Coburn: the divide between occult and non-occult mystical practice. By these
terms I mean on the one hand practices that seek to harness the supernatural for utilitarian
purposes through alchemy, divination, necromancy, witchcraft, or magic in general; and
on the other hand practices that are less functional and more scholarly through, for
example, philosophy, esoteric branches of traditional religions, or comparative studies of
systems of belief from around the world. The distinction between these two areas can be
blurry and difficult to maintain, but in Coburn’s case the divide is handily chronological.
When the photographer joined The Universal Order in 1923 he embraced the
principles of that organization, and, according to Derek Parker, “the Order is very clear
about what it avoids and this includes occultism and psychic practices, which [Coburn]
had certainly been drawn to at earlier points in his life.”498 Coburn had indeed been
interested in the occult, especially during a period of spiritual searching from 1916–1923,
which he later described as “seven wasted years.”499 One clear manifestation of this
curiosity was the artist’s association with A.E. Waite and his Fellowship of the Rosy

498

Parker, “Coburn: After Photography,” 6
Parker, “Coburn: After Photography,” 3. Since Paker’s text does not include footnotes,
I asked him for the source of this particular statement, and he related that the phrase was
conveyed to him by a friend of Coburn’s who had known the photographer for many
years. Weaver also uses a very similar version of the same phrase and, though he also
mentions it without providing a citation, its consistent reoccurrence lends additional
credibility. Derek Parker, email with the author, April 2021; Weaver, Coburn: Symbolist
Photographer, 3.
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Cross. When Coburn published More Men of Mark in 1922 he included a 1921 portrait of
Waite and explained it saying
On the shelves of my little library are nearly fifty volumes of the writings of
Arthur Edward Waite. They are the accumulated treasures of some years of
reading, where I have followed this great mystic and scholar on many a strange
quest. Alchemy, magic, the kaballah, and Freemasonry his books have led me to
explore, and then, at last, one fortunate day I met him. We seemed friends almost
at once.500
After Coburn joined The Universal Order, however, his interests in these topics faded and
his friendship with Waite ended in 1924.501 Although the documentation of this period is
limited, Coburn’s attraction to astrology is reasonably well-recorded. McCauley writes
that he drew an astrological chart for the photographer George Davison in 1916 or 1917,
and Pamela Glasson Roberts reports that by 1917 Coburn had begun to “cast his sitter’s
horoscopes before a [photographic portrait] sitting in order to make ‘astrological’
portraits,” but both of these references come without any supporting citations.502 More
concretely, in a 1918 letter to Max Weber, Coburn mentioned that he was reading “old
books (about 1600) on astrology” and asked “Will you please send me the year, day,
month, hour and place of your birth so that I may cast a figure for you?”503 In a 1937
lecture on astrology, Coburn also recalled having demonstrated the strength of celestial
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correlations to the sea captain Alfred J. Cooper in 1920 by correctly predicting “certain
minor life-long ailments” of Cooper’s based on “the particulars of his birth.”504
Given that Coburn’s enthusiasm for occult subjects reached its greatest intensity
during the same period in which he created the Vortographs, it is reasonable to imagine
some overlap between these concurrent activities. However, I believe that the
photographer’s abstract pictures are instead aligned with his later interest in the milder,
non-occult style of mysticism. Several factors support this proposition. First, as already
noted, nowhere does Coburn claim that the Vortographs were intended to serve a
premonitory or spiritual function. If the pictures had been made for such a specific
purpose, it is difficult to believe that the artist would have concealed it, especially years
later, when he discussed his personal interest in mysticism quite openly. Second, in his
1966 autobiography, having long since abandoned the occult, Coburn described the
Vortographs as holding “an enduring fascination which increases with the passing of the
years.”505 It seems unlikely that he would have continued to appreciate the pictures if
they had been made for a purpose explicitly frowned upon by The Universal Order, the
organization that had given shape and purpose to the second half of his life. Finally, it is
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unreasonable to insist that Coburn’s interests in mysticism shifted dramatically and
instantaneously in 1923. In one fashion or other, his move into philosophy and
comparative religion must have started earlier, even if only gradually. This observation
parallels the broader contentions I have made about the Vortographs within the context of
Coburn’s career. He could only conceive of abstract photography after having laid
foundations in craft, generative openness, composition, etc. Likewise, he could only turn
away from the occult and toward The Universal Order after laying another set of
foundations. The Vortographs may have served as one of these, perhaps even taking their
creator by surprise in the process.
Coburn’s 1937 lecture on astrology provides a suggestion of how this might have
happened. Titled “Do the Stars Compel?” and delivered at the Astrological Lodge of
London, the lecture explains Coburn’s deliberate, reasoned reconciliation of astrology
with his later faith in spiritual enlightenment. He begins by claiming that “The Universe,
with all the planets and fixed stars, is one mighty wholeness, every part of which, even
the minutest atom, is related to every other part.” A series of practical examples proves
the point: “All material things influence each other materially through gravitation and
mutual attraction, magnetically, electrically, and in many other ways.” Coburn’s central
question, then, is whether these influences extend beyond the material realm to affect the
human soul—“Do the stars compel the Soul of man? If they do, what becomes of Free
Will, that sacred gift of God to man, by which he is truly human?” Through a series of
analogies drawn from myth and philosophy, he explains that the answer to the first
question is “yes,” the soul is controlled by fate, but only if it is thoroughly bound to the
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material world. Alternatively, by “cleansing and purifying its earthly vehicle,” a soul may
escape from material subjugation, even during terrestrial existence. Thus, Coburn
acknowledges but laments the power of astrology:
The more the Soul actualises all its wondrous latent powers and potentialities, the
less is the life found to correspond to the set pattern of the horoscope; so really we
should be rather ashamed of ourselves if aspects worked out to time, or if we are,
as it were, true to a particular type. This means that we are still materialists, bound
to the weary wheel.
In keeping with the structured, step-by-step approach of The Universal Order, Coburn
characterizes spiritual attainment as a long and gradual process:
The more enlightened the Soul becomes, the more it realises the folly of binding
itself to the restricting limitations of the Fates. All limitations are self-chosen. The
soul is always free, and the next step, and the next, may always lead to greater
freedom. Every moment is a moment of choice. Continued right choices become
habitual and lead to ever greater opportunities, so that the upward progress is
continuous.
Bringing his lecture to a close, Coburn describes life lived in this fashion as “a glorious
adventure” into the unknown, “limitless and inexhaustible.”506
When Coburn created the Vortographs in 1916 and ‘17, he had not yet reached
these conclusions about the folly of a life circumscribed by fate, and he indeed continued
to practice astrology for a few more years. However, the Vortographs may have planted
the seeds of this later mystical reasoning by serving as an object lesson. The pictures
began with a camera, lenses, negatives, mirrors, and crystals, but they ended in
abstraction by loosening their tether to these origins. The Vortographs retain visible
vestiges of their concrete creation, and they do not elevate photography to a purely
incorporeal existence; but they show that the medium can attain marked independence
506
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despite its physical basis. A life of mystical cultivation does likewise; a learned sage can
attain ever greater freedom, and in Coburn’s conception this process is endless,
continuing even after death. In a 1939 lecture titled “Mystical Death,” he employed
Masonic terms in arguing that life’s end is of little consequence: “to be present at the
passing of an enlightened soul to the Grand Lodge Above is to realise that there is no
death. It is but the leaving behind of the outworn garment of the body.”507
Similarly, the Vortographs model an enlightenment that does not require
transcendence into immateriality. The pictures do not literally release viewers from the
material world through the sort of hypnotic trance that McCauley proposes. Instead, in a
manner that is more intellectual than magical, they demonstrate a movement from
material dependency toward greater emancipation. If photography could actualize such
“latent powers and potentialities”—not in some heavenly afterlife, but in the real world—
perhaps a person could do likewise.
Coburn, in the midst of spiritual searching and having seen the pictures through
from physical studio arrangements to ethereal finished prints, might have been the only
one likely to understand the Vortographs in this way. Since he described the project not
as a mystical exercise but as a way to modernize photography through abstraction, the
insight might not have registered immediately. However, if his devotion to photography
really was not lost but “changed, lifted up and oriented into another and more spiritual
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channel,” then the Vortographs could very well have served as a link in his series of
“right choices” and “upward progress.”
Two additional points support this characterization of the Vortographs’ role
within Coburn’s broader engagement with mysticism. First, given the photographer’s
longstanding tendency to create generatively open-ended photographs (described at
length in my first chapter), it seems unlikely that he would have conceived of the
Vortographs as direct illustrations of any mystical idea or practice. When creating
photographs to accompany a text, picture a locale, or represent a portrait subject, Coburn
never sought to convey just one plain and singular message.508 In this light, he may well
have been thrilled when, having set out in search of the most modern photography
possible, he discovered mystical insight along the way. If the Vortographs were so openended that even their creator could find something unexpected and highly compelling in
them, they would represent a high point within Coburn’s practice. When he worked to
illustrate Henry James’s novels, the author noted that, when approaching a given subject,
“we had, not to ‘create’ but simply to recognise.” Coburn’s sense of mystical meaning in
the Vortographs may likewise have been a matter of recognition rather than creation.
Second, for a number of years beginning in 1919, Coburn made trips from
Harlech to Liverpool to photograph stages of the construction of Liverpool Cathedral
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[figs. 188–190].509 Many of the resulting pictures show a delight in the complexity of
scaffolding and structure, and through tight cropping, high contrasts of light and shadow,
and flattened portrayals of space achieved through deep focus and telephoto lenses, they
approach abstraction.510 Indeed, since these pictures are derived from real-world scenes
of angular steel and stone, they come closer to David Bomberg’s work than any of the
Vortographs do. Even with this central difference, however, the tightly composed and
ornately fractured Liverpool pictures seem to have been made with the Vortographs in
mind; in his autobiography, Coburn noted that the cathedral images maintained “in some
measure the quality of [the Vortographs].”511 If the photographer’s transformation from
artist to mystic was indeed as natural and gradual as he later described, his interest in
following up on the Vortographs with a series of related pictures suggests that he
continued to be interested in his abstract work even as his connections to photography
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waned, his interest in mysticism intensified, and his decisive move into non-occult
spirituality grew closer.
Pamela Glasson Roberts has speculated that Coburn might have received a more
favorable response to the Vortographs if he had been able to show them to “more
enlightened audiences” in America rather than Britain. This, Roberts suggests, might
have secured his reputation as an accomplished modernist photographer.512 Perhaps an
outpouring of encouragement would even have inspired Coburn to extend his
photographic career. Since travel back to the U.S. was precluded by the disruption that
World War I spread across the Atlantic Ocean, such a counterfactual scenario was never
at all likely. In the long run, the Vortographs still became a significant component of
Coburn’s legacy, and it is compelling to consider them in this light to conclude the
present discussion. On the one hand, Coburn’s abstract pictures cemented his place in the
history of photography. On the other hand, they may have helped to convince him of the
irrelevance of photography in his life. This duality leaves the pictures all the richer and
more open-ended.
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CONCLUSION
The Potential of Abstract Photography
“Why should not the camera also throw off the shackles of conventional
representation and attempt something fresh and untried?”513 This is the question that
drove Alvin Langdon Coburn in late 1916 and into 1917. In articulating it, he chose to
include the word “also,” acknowledging that artists working in other media had already
thrown off the same yoke and begun exploring the possibilities of abstraction. These
enterprises had become public knowledge in 1912, and through the work of not just one
but rather a handful of artists: Wassily Kandinsky, Frantisek Kupka, Francis Picabia, and
Robert Delaunay. It could be argued that conditions were ripe for a similar array of
photographers to follow the trail to non-representational imagery that these painters had
already blazed. Indeed, the critic P.G. Konody opened his review of Coburn’s work with
directness: “The inevitable has happened.”514 But, though the eventual pursuit of abstract
photography may have become assured, it did not arise immediately or in profusion. This
leaves the pioneering endeavors of Erwin Quedenfeldt in Germany, Pierre Dubreuil in
France, and Coburn in Britain—co-inventors of abstract photography who were unaware
of one another’s work—as rare and unique.
“Why, I ask you earnestly, need we go on making commonplace little exposures
of subjects that may be sorted into groups of landscapes, portraits, and figure studies?
Think of the joy of doing something which it would be impossible to classify…!”515
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Through this project, I have sought to determine the circumstances and commitments
which made it possible for Coburn to even conceive of these questions, and which led
him to the particular answer that he joyfully produced—his gleaming, crystalline
Vortographs. I have also aimed to establish the original meaning that he intended his
abstract pictures to carry, and the context that he intended them to address.
Coburn developed a specific understanding of photography as a medium over the
course of his early career, and its tenets enabled his later engagement with abstraction, in
both theory and practice. Preferring methods that were “simpler, more direct,” the artist
sought a masterful yet straightforward combination of camera, lens, and printing that
would generate “an honest workmanlike article with no nonsense about it.” However, this
relatively strict definition of his chosen medium did not preclude Coburn from always
seeking progress away from “worn-out conventions” and toward novel possibilities, or
from bending rules and expectations so as to surprise and agitate his peers. He also found
that, when used properly, “The camera is all recording and very sensitive,” and so his
pictures maintained an open-ended capacity to inexplicably yet reliably give rise to an
abundance of significance. Finally, and above all, Coburn was dedicated to photography
as an art of composition, in which aesthetic value primarily manifested (also
inexplicably) through the carefully considered arrangement of shapes, tones, and other
“space filling qualities of the picture.” Well before the Vortographs, and even before the
artist had formulated a conceptual basis for photographic abstraction or seen examples of
abstraction in other media, these commitments were so suited to abstraction that they led
Coburn to create nearly abstract works such as The Octopus and the even earlier
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Decorative Study [figs. 36, 83]. These many principles shaped the Vortographs both in a
negative sense (by functioning as requirements) and in a positive sense (by urging
Coburn toward abstraction).
The Vortographs were also influenced, in a much more practical way, by the
limitations imposed upon photography in Britain during World War I. At a moment in
which fears of spying meant that anyone carrying a camera was “looked upon with
suspicion,” Coburn could easily have been arrested for taking photographs in public.
Simultaneously, the “brutal, unnecessary, criminally foolish war” spurred him to respond
with work that would be “high and dramatic.” The photographer thus invented a form of
abstraction that was thoroughly energetic and daring despite its development “in a
comfortable studio with a nice warm fire.” To delve further into the technical nature of
his experiments, I partnered with the artist and photographer Gregory Vershbow to
reconstruct the processes behind some of Coburn’s glistening pictures. Our discoveries
show that the Vortographs resulted from a range of methods and not from a kaleidoscopic
device (as Coburn later misremembered or coyly misrepresented, and as historians have
almost universally accepted ever since). By working with mirrors and crystals of our
own, we found that the making of the Vortographs would have been highly sensitive,
unpredictably generative, eminently adjustable and composable, and richly complicated
despite the humble materials involved. Here, the harmony with Coburn’s prior working
methods is striking indeed. Moreover, through its insistent physicality, the process of
making the Vortographs would have been pleasurable and indeed playful—as Coburn
enthusiastically recalled, “I greatly enjoyed making these Vortographs, for the patterns
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amazed and fascinated me!” The images are indeed dazzling, and in a literal sense—they
are aggressive pictures which sow visual confusion, attaining abstraction by disrupting
viewers’ ability to determine their physical basis. In this they reflect their wartime
context once again, as I have illuminated via an extended comparison with Norman
Wilkinson’s contemporaneous invention, dazzle camouflage. Through their precision,
translucency, and glassy appearance, the Vortographs also effectively connote modernity,
satisfying Coburn’s ambition to create “an art that must live in skyscrapers.”
To prepare his peers for his new pictures, Coburn soon penned “The Future of
Pictorial Photography,” a broad and urgent justification of abstraction in photography,
featuring cogent descriptions of the medium’s capacity for “black magic.” He then
managed to finagle a venue for the Vortographs’ debut by accepting an invitation to
exhibit at the Camera Club in London, “on condition that I could hang whatever I liked.”
In taking these steps, Coburn knew that he would encounter significant resistance amid to
the British photography community’s traditionalism and aversion to the avant-garde.
Still, he was determined to face the challenge. He insisted in dire terms that without
innovation, “photography will stagnate… if it is not possible to be ‘modern’ with the
newest of all the arts, we had better bury our black boxes.” He thus addressed the
Vortographs specifically and directly to his fellow photographers, mixing provocation
(“Wake up!”) with earnest pleas for progress (“What we need in photography is more
sincerity, more respect for our medium and less respect for its decayed conventions.”).
The recipients of this message were almost entirely unmoved, accusing Coburn of “a
divergence from the ways of nature” and “egotistic, personal expression.” As a result, the
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Vortographs received only shallow critical consideration upon their unveiling. Even
Coburn’s erstwhile supporter Ezra Pound, who had given the abstract pictures their name
so as to incorporate them into the broader Vorticist movement, flatly pronounced that
“vortography stands below the other vorticist arts.” Coburn was a peripheral yet knowing
participant in Vorticism, but his far stronger allegiance was to photography as an art, so
Pound's appraisal constituted a stark betrayal. Ultimately, the Vortographs failed to
realize their creator’s lofty aspiration to convince his audience that “any sort of
photograph is superior to any sort of painting aiming at the same result” and that
“photography is the most modern of the arts.” Still, while the pictures’ importance within
the history of photography was scarcely acknowledged until decades later, they may have
more immediately held further significance for Coburn himself. By the mid-1920s, he
had largely abandoned photography in favor of a quiet but intense devotion to religious
mysticism. The Vortographs are not transcendent pictures and were quite likely not
created with mysticism in mind, but they show that photography can gain independence
from its literalist, physical basis, akin to Coburn’s later quest for spiritual freedom
through sagely enlightenment. As such, the Vortographs offer the clearest embodiment of
the artist’s description of continuity between the two distinct phases of his life: “I had lost
nothing of my devotion to photography, it had just been changed, lifted up and oriented
into another and more spiritual channel.”
Throughout this project, I have primarily considered Coburn and his Vortographs
within relatively immediate contexts: the photographer’s career, pictorialist photography,
Britain during World War I, the British photography community, the Vorticist movement,
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and so on. In doing so—running parallel to Allan Sekula’s approach to scholarship on
photography, as characterized at the start of my third chapter—I have found meaning in
Coburn’s abstract photographs through the various discursive situations in which they
arose and into which they entered. In these last pages, however, I would like to venture
what Sekula might have described as writing in which “The image is appropriated as the
object of a secondary artwork, a literary artwork with the illusory status of ‘criticism.’”
As I have noted, the Vortographs did not receive thorough critical assessment upon their
debut, and I would like to attempt to belatedly remedy that in at least one respect. As
Sekula implies, examination of this kind is less rooted and can proceed in many different
directions from any given photograph. However, a “literary invention” can also lend
illumination, which is what I will aim to provide here, without straying too far from the
immanent qualities of the Vortographs.
Despite his interest in Coburn’s career and his role as the co-editor of Coburn’s
autobiography, the influential historian of photography Helmut Gernsheim wrote that:
Whilst nonobjective art may be the purest form of painting, in photography it is a
contradiction in terms, a negation of everything that is truly photographic: in
short, photographic suicide.516
The celebrated curator and critic John Szarkowski likewise ruled out abstract
photography in insisting that the medium’s proper purpose is “the lucid description of
significant fact.”517 The venerable aesthetician Roger Scruton similarly claimed that the
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legitimate purview of photography is limited to realistic representation: “The ideal
photograph… is incapable of representing anything unreal.”518 Denigration of this sort,
even coming from distinguished luminaries, has hardly deterred photographers from
pursuing abstraction, or prevented them from remaining alive, lucid, and capable in doing
so. Gernsheim, Szarkowski, and Scruton’s moves toward prohibition each evince concern
for narrowly defined medium specificity, as is especially clear in Gernsheim’s
comparison of photography to painting. As impulses in this direction have waned both
within and beyond photographic practice, abstract photography has become all the more
viable.
There is, however, at least one challenge to the very existence of abstract
photography that should give its practitioners pause. It is best articulated by another
leading scholar, Rosalind Krauss:
“[A photograph] is of something, the documentary trace of that thing photochemically recorded on film…. This is a condition it cannot escape. Lissitsky,
Moholy-Nagy, Man Ray, Brugière, Berenice Abbot, Imogene Cunningham…
none of these outflanked it no matter how they might have experimented with
“abstract photography.” Whatever the “abstract” pattern they may have
developed, photography’s inherent transparency always gave the game away—so
many cut and folded pieces of paper, so many iron-filings scattered onto glass, so
many glistening balls swung through the air.”519
Krauss made this statement in 1988, and since then some photographers have come close
(in a sense even closer than Coburn, since the Vortographs are certainly pictures of
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crystals) to the very outflanking that she implied to be impossible. Wolfgang Tillmans,
for example, has successfully kept the studio process behind his abstract pictures a wellguarded secret [figs. 199, 200]. There seems to be no way for a viewer to be certain about
what his beguiling photographs are of. Tillmans, however, notes that, in an encounter
with these works, “the eye recognizes them as photographic rather than painted.”520 This
acknowledges that Krauss’s description of photography giving the game away remains in
effect. What is given away is not necessarily the source of recorded light, but the quality
of being photographic, the simple fact that a photographic image is a recording of light.
Rather plainly, recognizing an image as photographic (as “light writing,” etymologically
speaking) is to recognize this fundamental relationship with light and physical light
sources that are no longer present. Later in her essay, Krauss adds that “The photograph
is deictic; it points, it says, ‘this.’ For the semiologist it is an index, an indexical sign.”521
In always pointing away from themselves and toward, at the very least, some prior
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interaction with a physical source, some referent, Krauss argues that photographs fail to
attain the autonomy necessary to take on the condition of abstraction.
My discussion has now hit upon photography’s relationship with indexicality, a
hoary and heavily freighted topic in theories of the medium, to be sure. To help prevent
this conclusion from becoming a new project unto itself, I will provide just a quick and
certainly incomplete overview of some unavoidable vocabulary. The index is one term
within one part of the philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce’s dense and flexible theory of
semiotics. The index (a sign which signifies by causality, usually of a physical sort) exists
alongside the icon (a sign which signifies by resemblance, usually of a visual sort), and
the symbol (a sign which signifies by convention). To return to abstract photography and
continue using Krauss as my foil, I can rely upon a helpful summary of her broader
position, provided by Sabine Kriebel:
Krauss uses the notion of the index—she also uses the terms trace, imprint,
transfer, and clue to indicate the multiple ways of getting at this relation between
photographic image and referent—to point out that photographs are first and
foremost bound to the world itself rather than to cultural systems.522
Again, because they are indexically bound to physical reality, bound to be received as
evidence of the processes by which they were formed, Krauss finds that photographs
always refer to things outside of themselves, foiling any possibility of abstraction.
Though I have not found them specifically applied in discussions of abstract
photography, means to dispute this position are available with surprising readiness in
existing literature. Here I can begin with a clarification of Peirce that many scholars have
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offered, but which Michael Leja enunciates with particular panache by finding a rhyme
between photography’s physical and semiotic bases: “the photon is simultaneously wave
and particle as the photograph is index and icon. This analogy is imprecise, however,
since the photograph has yet a third semiotic character—as symbol.… Peirce understood
all signs to combine attributes of index, icon, and symbol.”523 With respect to
indexicality, Martin Lefebvre helps to explain why this is so: “every object in the world
relates existentially to an indeterminate number of other objects, either directly or
indirectly. This amounts to saying that every worldly object possesses an indeterminate
indexical potential.”524 Practical examples can help to make this point clear. A common
example of an index is smoke, which is very often interpreted as an index of the existence
of fire. It would be less common but no less correct to interpret text in a book both as a
symbol for words or concepts and also as a physical index of the printing process and the
chemical concocting of ink. And (at least if cosmological science can be trusted) there
would be no lack of truth in interpreting each and every object on our planet—by virtue
of its constituent protons, neutrons, and electrons—as an index of the formation of the
universe, even if one tends not to think in these terms while, say, reaching for a day’s first
cup of coffee. The cup, by the way, would bear an indexical record of its own fabrication,
an iconic resemblance to other cups, and, by containing coffee, a symbolic connection
perhaps to work ethic or to bourgeois luxury and relaxation, depending upon the sort of
morning one might be having. The seeker of caffeine may well have other things in mind
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and may not consider any of the semiotic connections I have named, but those
connections are there, waiting to be acknowledged—hence the utility that Lefebvre finds
in the word “potential.”
One need not interpret every object as an index, but no object can escape
“indexical potential.” Lefebvre later adds this elaboration:
An embodied sign, for instance a work of fiction or a painting, that is totally
disconnected from—or better yet, “unconnectable” to—our world is not only an
impossibility but also would be beyond intelligibility. In this sense the ultimate
object of our representations, including fiction, can only be reality (the one and
only).525
To give just a few examples in the field of abstract painting, this is equally true of work
involving Jackson Pollock’s dripping (gestural action painting that insistently calls
attention to its manner of mark making), Jules Olitski’s spraying (minimally gestural
painting that, in its own way, insistently calls attention to its manner of mark making), or
Sol LeWitt’s conceptual practice (painting that attempts to draw attention away from its
manner of mark making, yet that plainly must have involved some kind of mark making
by someone). Though they did not employ Peircean terminology, back in Coburn’s day
the anonymous writer of “Is Photography A New Art?” in the January 1908 issue of
Camera Work reached a similar conclusion: “Man cannot truly create; but he can stick
things together in such a way as to illude into the belief that he has created.”526 No work
of art can be fully set apart as something completely new and independent, disassociated
from reality, from “the one and only,” or from what in the writing of Kaja Silverman (as
525

Lefebvre, “The Art of Pointing,” 233. The word “unconnectable” here is better indeed,
since it places emphasis and agency with the interpreter who might recognize a sign’s
potential, rather than with the sign which has necessarily had that potential all along.
526
Camera Work, “Is Photography A New Art?” (1908), 19–20.
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characterized at the beginning of my second chapter) might be termed the “authorless and
untranscendable similarities that structure Being.”
Since these arguments apply to all forms of art, I see only two ways forward for
Krauss’s case against abstract photography: Either abstraction does not exist in any
artistic medium because all works of art necessarily have indexical potential and are
thereby always pointing away from themselves and toward some external referent, or
abstraction is possible, at the very least, in any pictorial medium.527 I strongly
recommend the latter conclusion. As Peirce himself suggests, “Let us not pretend to
doubt in philosophy what we do not doubt in our hearts.”528 Matching Peirce’s pragmatic
style, Diamuid Costello applies this principle directly to art: “It is not for philosophers,
but first-order practice and its criticism, to determine what counts.”529 In an even more
immediately practical fashion, Richard Shiff seeks an approach to abstract painting that
acknowledges experience in spite of its capacity to outpace conceptual explanation:
…every painting has its proper materiality, and we are free to dwell on its
presence. Whether or not a person imagines the material consistency and touch of
a painting, usually the most immediate physical sensation it generates is visual.
Such opticality is not inconsistent with the materiality of paint and canvas, nor
does it prevent a viewer from relating to how the work has been made and the
physical effort of the artist.… Studio practices that are laborious, time-consuming,
527

I hasten to qualify my claims here hardly because I believe that functionally-realized
abstraction is impossible in music, poetry, sculpture, etc., but simply because I want to
limit the present discussion to a manageable scope.
528
Charles Sanders Peirce, “Some Consequences of Four Incapacities” (1868), in
Writings of Charles S. Peirce: A Chronological Edition, edited by Christian J.W. Kloesel,
6 volumes (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1982–2000), 2:212, cited in Shiff,
Doubt, 17.
529
Costello, On Photography, 86–87. Costello’s complete sentence is “It is not for
philosophers, but first-order practice and its criticism, to determine what counts as a
photograph.” Still, I am happy to apply the point more broadly and believe I am fully
justified in doing so.
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and dirty often result in work accessible to the most direct vision. Painting is
tangible and intangible, tactile and visual, material and optical—the site of
qualities that logic regards as oppositional, so that if painting is tangible it should
not also be intangible. But experience follows no logic.530
Treating any work of art as abstract, amid the varied semiotic potential that it must
necessarily have, will likely entail a degree of inconsistency. Still, the history of
twentieth-century art would face even greater inconsistencies and indeed would be
irreparably incoherent if scholars refused to make room for the functionally-realized
concept of abstraction. Attempting to bracket out abstraction only leaves one worse off.
Here it seems helpful to return to Ezra Pound:
Whistler said somewhere in the Gentle Art: “The picture is interesting not because
it is Trotty Veg [sic], but because it is an arrangement in colour.” The minute you
have admitted that, you let in the jungle, you let in nature and truth and abundance
and cubism and Kandinsky, and the lot of us.
Abstraction must be admitted, and once it is admitted anywhere, it is admitted
everywhere. Adventurous and progressive artists often discover new possibilities by
proceeding headlong down slippery slopes.
Still, while photographic abstraction might be conceptually permissible, it is not
necessarily easy to achieve. Krauss is still right to protest that in many individual cases,
the game is given away—“so many cut and folded pieces of paper, so many iron-filings
scattered onto glass, so many glistening balls swung through the air.” After explaining
that “Peirce understood all signs to combine attributes of index, icon, and symbol,” Leja
also notes that in photography “the relative proportion of indexicality is higher.”531
Krauss correctly names a variety of photographers who sought to create abstract pictures
530
531

Shiff, Doubt, 60–61.
Leja, “Index Redux,” 206.
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but failed to sufficiently alter this balance. In their photography, viewers remain not
merely free to dwell upon materiality, but rather induced to do so, at the expense of more
immediately visual experience.
Here, Coburn can reenter my discussion with powerful relevance. First, it is worth
noting that when the artist provided a sort of definition of abstract photography near the
end of his essay on “The Future of Pictorial Photography,” he identified the conflict
between abstraction and referentiality that I have been working to describe:
I suggest that an exhibition be organised of “Abstract Photography”; that in the
entry form it be distinctly stated that no work will be admitted in which the
interest of the subject-matter is greater than the appreciation of the
extraordinary.532
This brief attempt at categorization is not quite rigorous enough to draw a clear line
between the photographer’s own abstract efforts and his prior figurative work, which he
had described a full decade earlier as portraying “an aspect or mood… and only quite
incidentally the subject itself.”533 Still, in the context of my present discussion, it is
impressive indeed that Coburn did not declare that photographic abstraction would
require the total removal of subject matter, and instead more modestly suggested that
“interest” in subject matter should merely be proportionally diminished. The more
totalizing and uncompromising of these options might have facilitated clearer
differentiation between abstraction and figuration in theory, but in practice it would make
for an impossible standard. Perhaps Coburn knew this through his own hard and honest
work.

532
533

Coburn, “The Future of Pictorial Photography” (1916), 24.
Coburn, “My Best Picture and Why I Think So” (1907), 84.
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It is remarkable that Coburn correctly characterized the chief problem facing the
prospect of abstract photography, but far more remarkable is his solution to that problem
in the form of the Vortographs. As I described in my second chapter, rather than hiding
their relationships to real objects, the Vortographs present an overabundance of optical
information so as to actively disrupt viewers’ ability to determine their physical basis. In
this they parallel Wilkinson’s dazzle camouflage, which relied not upon invisibility, but
rather hyper-visibility. Through his abstract pictures, then, Coburn hardly sought to
diminish his medium’s connection to the physical world. Instead, he reveled in it. He
turned what was perhaps his work’s chief liability into its greatest advantage, its route to
abstraction. As a result, the critical responses which dismissively branded the
Vortographs as disconnected from nature are well off the mark in their narrow concern
for recognizable representation. The Vortographs owe everything to nature, for nature
furnished their bewildering density of detail and their glittering radiance. In its infinite
generative capacity, nature also filled Coburn’s process for creating abstract photographs
with enticing possibilities that its practitioner could hardly have anticipated. Viewers are
as free as ever to treat the Vortographs as indexical and attempt to recover these origins,
but such forays are forcefully repulsed, pushing viewers toward other forms of semiosis,
including most of all the experience of non-representational iconic aspects—what Coburn
termed “the appreciation of the extraordinary.”
If photography’s defining characteristic is indeed its tight, indexical relationship
with the physical world, then this interpretation of the Vortographs accords effectively
with Coburn’s desire to create abstraction that would be properly photographic. At the
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end of my second chapter, I offered an extended close reading of the lower right corner of
Eastman #26 [figs. 2, 165]. I drew particular attention to the edge of a pane of glass,
which diagonally divides this region of the picture. To the left, this edge appears legibly
concrete, roughly and richly textured, and rendered in three dimensions. At the right-hand
boundary of the image, the very same edge blurs into total white overexposure,
intangibility, and graphic flatness. While the high proportion of indexicality in
photography and the high proportion of iconicity in abstraction might at times seem
mutually exclusive, on Coburn’s edge of glass there is some elusive but necessary point
where these two seemingly opposed visual modes meet one another and show that they
are not necessarily as far apart as one might expect. Coburn found that point and
delicately balanced his abstract work upon it. In doing so, he attained abstraction not only
without renouncing photography’s central qualities, but by capitalizing upon them. As his
sometimes-ally Ezra Pound might have said, “The minute you have admitted that, you let
in the jungle, you let in nature and truth and abundance.” Though he thought of himself
as the very first creator of work that was both abstract and photographic, by 1917 Coburn
had already secured the potential of this unorthodox combination for every artist that
would follow him.
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FIGURES

Figure 1
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0005 (Eastman #5)
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Figure 2
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0026 (Eastman #26)
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Figure 3
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0030 (Eastman #30)
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Figure 4
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0036 (Eastman #36)
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Figure 5
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0039 (Eastman #39)
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Figure 6
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0042 (Eastman #42)
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Figure 7
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0045 (Eastman #45)
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Figure 8
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0048 (Eastman #48)
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Figure 9
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0051 (Eastman #51)
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Figure 10
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0061 (Eastman #61)
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Figure 11
William Henry Fox Talbot, Notebook P, page 27, 27 February 1839
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Figure 12
David Brewster, “The Kaleidoscopic Camera,” diagram from Brewster’s
The Kaleidoscope: Its History, Theory, and Construction, 2nd edition, 1858
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Figure 13
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Edward Carpenter, 1905
Published in Coburn’s Men of Mark, 1913
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Figure 14
Alvin Langdon Coburn, George Bernard Shaw, 1908
Published in Coburn’s Men of Mark, 1913
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Figure 15
Alvin Langdon Coburn, G.K. Chesterton, 1904
Published in Coburn’s Men of Mark, 1913
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Figure 16
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Henry James, 1906
Published in Coburn’s Men of Mark, 1913
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Figure 17
Alvin Langdon Coburn, W.B. Yeats, 1908
Published in Coburn’s Men of Mark, 1913
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Figure 18
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Pound (Cubist Manner), 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0010 (Eastman #10)
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Figure 19
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Pound (Cubist Manner), 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0018 (Eastman #18)
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Figure 20
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Pound (Cubist Manner), 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0055 (Eastman #55)
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Figure 21
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Pound (Cubist Manner), 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0056 (Eastman #56)

317

Figure 22
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Pound (Cubist Manner), 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0057 (Eastman #57)
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Figure 23
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortographs III (Ezra), 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0020 (Eastman #20)

319

Figure 24
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortographs III (Ezra), 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0054 (Eastman #54)
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Figure 25
Roger Fenton, The Valley of the Shadow of Death, 1855
Version without cannonballs on the road
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Figure 26
Roger Fenton, The Valley of the Shadow of Death, 1855
Version with cannonballs on the road
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Figure 27
Will Cadby, A Snow Sketch, 1906
Published in Will and Carine Cadby, Switzerland in Winter, 1914.
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Figure 28
Robert Demachy, Struggle, 1903 or earlier
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Figure 29
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Lord of the Dynamos, 1911 or earlier
Published in H.G. Wells’s The Door in the Wall and Other Stories, 1911
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Figure 30
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Tunnel Builders, c. 1912
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Figure 31
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Temple of Ohm, 1911
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Figure 32
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Le Penseur (George Bernard Shaw), 1906
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Figure 33
Marcel Hutin, Rodin's “Le Penseur” Revealed at the Pantheon, 1906
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Figure 34
Caricature of Alvin Langdon Coburn accompanying a satirical column by “Touchstone”
Published in The Amateur Photographer & Photographic News, 1910
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Figure 35
Clarence H. White, Alvin Langdon Coburn, 1907
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Figure 36
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Octopus, 1909
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Figure 37
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Thousand Windows, from the series
“New York From Its Pinnacles,” 1912
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Figure 38
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Trinity Church from Above, from the series
“New York From Its Pinnacles,” 1912
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Figure 39
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Woolworth Building, from the series
“New York From Its Pinnacles,” 1912
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Figure 40
Reginald Craigie, Alvin Langdon Coburn, 1906 or earlier
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Figure 41
Frederick H. Evans, Alvin Langdon Coburn, 1906 or earlier
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Figure 42
George Bernard Shaw, Alvin Langdon Coburn, 1906 or earlier
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Figure 43
F.J. Mortimer, Alvin Langdon Coburn, 1906
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Figure 44
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Portsmouth U.S.A., before 1907
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Figure 45
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Flip-Flap, 1908

341

Figure 46
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Marius de Zayas (multiple exposures), negative, 1914
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Figure 47
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Ezra Pound (multiple exposures), negative, 1916
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Figure 48
List of “Blasts,” published in Blast magazine, volume 1, 1914
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Figure 49
Ezra Pound, “Salutation the Third,” published in Blast magazine, volume 1, 1914
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Figure 50
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vesuvius, Italy, 1905
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Figure 51
Alvin Langdon Coburn, A Vista (Moor Park), 1906
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Figure 52
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Leicester Square, 1906
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Figure 53
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Kingsway, 1906
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Figure 54
Alvin Langdon Coburn, George Bernard Shaw, c. 1906
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Figure 55
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Mark Twain as a Statue, 1908
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Figure 56
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Portland Place, 1906
Published as the frontispiece for Henry James’s The Golden Bowl, volume 2, 1909
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Figure 57
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Saltram’s Seat, c. 1906
Published as the frontispiece for Henry James’s The Lesson of the Master, The Death of
the Lion, The Next Time, and Other Tales, 1909
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Figure 58
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Dome of Saint Paul’s, 1908
Published as the frontispiece for Henry James’s The Princess Casamassima,
volume 1, 1908
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Figure 59
Alvin Langdon Coburn, A Tree in Greyfriars, Edinburgh, 1905
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Figure 60
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Steps at Scott Memorial, Edinburgh, 1905
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Figure 61
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Weir's Close, Edinburgh, 1905
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Figure 62
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Door in the Wall, 1911 or earlier
Illustration for H.G. Wells’s The Door in the Wall and Other Stories, 1911
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Figure 63
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Edge of Black Country, 1911 or earlier
Illustration for H.G. Wells’s The Door in the Wall and Other Stories, 1911
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Figure 64
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Embankment, 1911 or earlier
Illustration for H.G. Wells’s The Door in the Wall and Other Stories, 1911
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Figure 65
Alvin Langdon Coburn, St. Paul's from the River, c. 1904
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Figure 66
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Notre Dame, Paris, c. 1908
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Figure 67
Alvin Langdon Coburn, St. Paul's from Bankside, London, c. 1905
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Figure 68
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Tower of London—Alternative View, c. 1904
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Figure 69
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Coal Cart, 1910–11
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Figure 70
Alfred Stieglitz, The Steerage, 1907
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Figure 71
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Seaside, 1909 or earlier

367

Figure 72
Arthur Wesley Dow, example exercises from Dow’s Composition, 5th edition, 1903
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Figure 73
Arthur Wesley Dow, example exercises from Dow’s Composition, 5th edition, 1903
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Figure 74
Arthur Wesley Dow, example exercises from Dow’s Composition, 5th edition, 1903
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Figure 75
Hiroshige II, Night Rain at the Paulownia Grove at Akasaka, woodblock print, 1859
From the series “One Hundred Famous Views of Edo”

371

Figure 76
Katsushika Hokusai, Tama River in Musashi Province, woodblock print, c. 1830–32
From the series “Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji”
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Figure 77
Thomas Dallmeyer, example photographs taken with a standard lens
From Dallmeyer’s Telephotography, 1899
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Figure 78
Thomas Dallmeyer, example photograph taken with a telephoto lens
From Dallmeyer’s Telephotography, 1899

374

Figure 79
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Tower Bridge, 1906
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Figure 80
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Metropolitan Tower, 1909
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Figure 81
Max Weber, New York (The Liberty Tower from the Singer Building), 1912
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Figure 82
Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Octopus, 1909
Published in Metropolitan Magazine as “The Giant Shadow on Madison Square,” 1909
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Figure 83
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Decorative Study, 1906
Published in Camera Work, 1906
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Figure 84
George Seeley, Winter Landscape, 1909
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Figure 85
George Seeley, Winter Landscape, 1909
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Figure 86
Malcolm Arbuthnot, A Study in Curves and Angles, 1909 or earlier
Published in Arbuthnot’s article “A Plea for Simplification and Study in Pictorial Work”
in The Amateur Photographer & Photographic News, 1909
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Figure 87
Malcolm Arbuthnot, The Doorstep, 1909 or earlier
Published in Arbuthnot’s article “A Plea for Simplification and Study in Pictorial Work”
in The Amateur Photographer & Photographic News, 1909
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Figure 88
William S. Davis, “Decorative Photography”
Published in The Photographic Times, 1909
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Figure 89
William S. Davis, “Decorative Photography”
Published in The Photographic Times, 1909
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Figure 90
Carine Cadby, “Flowers Applied to ‘Decorative Photography’”
Published in The Photographic Times, 1896
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Figure 91
E.G. Dunning, Memories, 1914
Awarded first prize in Photo-Era magazine’s
competition for “Decorative Applications,” 1914
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Figure 92
Anson M. Titus, Wild Cherries, 1914
Awarded second prize in Photo-Era magazine’s
competition for “Decorative Applications,” 1914
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Figure 93
Alvin Langdon Coburn and possibly Ezra Pound, Vortograph of Alvin Langdon Coburn
Negative, 1916–17
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Figure 94
Alvin Langdon Coburn and possibly Ezra Pound, Vortograph of Alvin Langdon Coburn
Negative, 1916–17
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Figure 95
Edward Wadsworth, Mytholmroyd, woodcut, c. 1914
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Figure 96
Edward Wadsworth, The Port, woodcut, c. 1915
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Figure 97
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0027 (Eastman #27)
Lateral reversal of Eastman #26, see Figure 2
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Figure 98
E.E. Briscoe, “So Vast Is Art, So Narrow Human Wit”
Published in Punch magazine, 1915
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Figure 99
Robert Baden-Powell, “Outline of Fort in Ivy Leaf”
Illustration for Baden-Powell’s My Adventures as a Spy, 1915
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Figure 100
Illustrated War News, “An Apparently Innocent Landscape,” 1914
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Figure 101
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Portrait for the Snapshots from Home League, negative, 1915
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Figure 102
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Portrait for the Snapshots from Home League, negative, 1915
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Figure 103
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Portrait for the Snapshots from Home League, negative, 1915
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Figure 104
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Photograph of Thameside, negative, after 1909
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Figure 105
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Photograph of Thameside with Fanny Coburn inspecting work
Negative, after 1909
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Figure 106
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Photograph of Thameside, negative, after 1909
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Figure 107
Contemporary photograph of Holland Place Chambers in Kensington, London,
the location of Ezra Pound’s apartment in 1916
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Figure 108
Alvin Langdon Coburn, View of the Hammersmith Bridge from Thameside
Negative, after 1909
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Figure 109
Alvin Langdon Coburn, View of the Hammersmith Bridge from Thameside
Negative, after 1909
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Figure 110
Google Maps, Locations of the Hammersmith Bridge and 9 Lower Mall (Thameside)
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Figure 111
Google Street View, 9 Lower Mall (Thameside)
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Figure 112
Google Street View, 9 Lower Mall (Thameside)
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Figure 113
Beth Izatt, Vortoscope Design, May 2017
https://www.flickr.com/photos/137198891@N03/with/26993157469
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Figure 114
Daša Ščuka, Image from blog post titled “Vortoscope,” 12 February 2016
https://dasascukaphotoblog.wordpress.com/2016/02/12/vortoscope/
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Figure 115
George Salt, Image from FujiX-Forum thread titled “Experiments with a Vortoscope”
9 April 2015
https://www.fujix-forum.com/threads/experiments-with-a-vortoscope.38611/
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Figure 116
Donald, Coffee and Vortogscopes, Edinburgh Lo-fi Photography Group Vortograph
Meetup and Photowalk, 2016
https://www.flickr.com/photos/troosers/
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Figure 117
Lars Hennings, Image from GrossformatFotografie.de forum thread titled “Vortoscope,
Wer Weiss?” 27 April 2016
https://forum.grossformatfotografie.de/forum/thread/13747-vortoscope-wer-weiss/
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Figure 118
George Salt, Image from FujiX-Forum thread titled “Experiments with a Vortoscope”
9 April 2015
https://www.fujix-forum.com/threads/experiments-with-a-vortoscope.38611/
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Figure 119
Daša Ščuka, Image from blog post titled “Vortoscope,” 12 February 2016
https://dasascukaphotoblog.wordpress.com/2016/02/12/vortoscope/
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Figure 120
Lars Hennings, Image from blog post titled “Zur Erinnerung an das Vortoscope,” 2016
http://larshennings.de/alt-bil-1/j-9.htm
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Figure 121
Donald, Vertex, 2016
https://www.flickr.com/photos/troosers/
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Figure 122
Denny Moutray, “More Than One,” 2015
https://www.flickr.com/photos/dennym/with/21417755214/
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Figure 123
Bryan Gilligan, Vortograph 4: Water and Trees, 2010
https://www.flickr.com/photos/23411007@N04/with/4552460721/

419

Figure 124
Jessica Kalmar, Vortograph, 2003
https://jessicakalmar.com/projects/vortographs
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Figure 125
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, negative, 1916
George Eastman Museum 1979.4031.0009 (Eastman #31.0009)
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Figure 126
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, negative, 1916
George Eastman Museum 1979.4031.0014 (Eastman #31.0014)
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Figure 127
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, negative, 1916
George Eastman Museum 1979.4031.0023 (Eastman #31.0023)
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Figure 128
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, negative, 1916
George Eastman Museum 1979.4031.0026 (Eastman #31.0026)
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Figure 129
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Refracted Window, Vortograph, 1916
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Figure 130
George Morrow, “The Cubist Photographer,” published in Punch magazine, 1914
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Figure 131
Douglas Henry Saville, Illustration from
“Apparatus and Method whereby Distorted or Exaggerated Photographs may be Taken”
British patent no. 1189, filed 25 January 1915
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Figure 132
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Reconstruction of Coburn's Vortograph of Ezra Pound (Eastman #20), 2018

428

Figure 133
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Demonstration of ineffective method with handheld mirror, 2018
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Figure 134
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Demonstration of ineffective method with handheld mirror, 2018
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Figure 135
Diagram showing difference in focal distance in ineffective method with handheld mirror
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Figure 136
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Demonstration of mirror placed against the camera lens, 2018
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Figure 137
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Demonstration of in-focus reflection with out-of-focus mirror, 2018
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Figure 138
Demonstration of a photograph taken through a fence, fence in focus
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Figure 139
Demonstration of a photograph taken through a fence, distant objects in focus
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Figure 140
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Demonstration of opaque object used to block excess light, 2018
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Figure 141
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, negative, 1916
George Eastman Museum 1979.4031.0020 (Eastman #31.0020)
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Figure 142
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Reconstruction of Coburn's Vortograph (Eastman #31.0020), 2019

438

Figure 143
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Documentation of reconstruction of Eastman #31.0020, 2019
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Figure 144
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Documentation of reconstruction of Eastman #31.0020, 2019
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Figure 145
Diagram showing differences between first- and second-surface mirrors
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Figure 146
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Experiment adding an extra pane of glass to mimic “ghost images,” 2018
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Figure 147
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0005 (Eastman #5)
Most likely “real” crystal circled
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Figure 148
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Initial reconstruction of Coburn’s Vortograph (Eastman #5), 2018
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Figure 149
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Documentation of initial reconstruction of Eastman #5, 2018
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Figure 150
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Documentation of initial reconstruction of Eastman #5 with triangular tube
and additional prism, 2018
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Figure 151
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Documentation of initial reconstruction of Eastman #5 with triangular tube
and additional prism, 2018
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Figure 152
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0005 (Eastman #5)
Marks indicating crystal points angled in opposing directions
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Figure 153
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0005 (Eastman #5)
Rotated ninety degrees counterclockwise
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Figure 154
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Partial reconstruction of Coburn's Vortograph (Eastman #5), 2018
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Figure 155
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Documentation of initial reconstruction of Eastman #39 using a three-mirror tube, 2019
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Figure 156
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Documentation of initial reconstruction of Eastman #39 using a three-mirror tube, 2019
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Figure 157
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Initial reconstruction of Coburn's Vortograph (Eastman #39), made with
a three-mirror tube, 2019
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Figure 158
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Reconstruction of Coburn's Vortograph (Eastman #39), 2019
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Figure 159
Gregory Vershbow and Jeffrey Katzin
Documentation of reconstruction of Eastman #39 using a mirror
held against the camera lens, 2019
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Figure 160
RMS Olympic in dazzle camouflage, 1919
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Figure 161
SS West Mahomet in dazzle camouflage, 1918
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Figure 162
Diagram showing the potential of dazzle camouflage to disrupt a submarine attack
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Figure 163
Dazzle Testing Theatre, Burlington House, 1918
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Figure 164
Norman Wilkinson, Illustrations of Dazzle Camouflage
Published in the Encyclopedia Britannica, 1922
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Figure 165
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Vortograph, 1916–17
George Eastman Museum 1967.0098.0026 (Eastman #26)
Detail of lower right corner
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Figure 166
Cover of Vortographs and Paintings by Alvin Langdon Coburn
Exhibition catalogue, The Camera Club, London, 1917
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Figure 167
Coburn’s Postscript and List of Works in
Vortographs and Paintings by Alvin Langdon Coburn
Exhibition catalogue, The Camera Club, London, 1917

463

Figure 168
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Grand Canyon, watercolor, 1911
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Figure 169
Alvin Langdon Coburn, untitled, watercolor, c. 1916
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Figure 170
Alvin Langdon Coburn, untitled, watercolor, c. 1916
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Figure 171
Alvin Langdon Coburn, untitled, watercolor, c. 1916
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Figure 172
Alvin Langdon Coburn, untitled, watercolor, c. 1916
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Figure 173
Wyndham Lewis, New York, 1914
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Figure 174
Wyndham Lewis, The Crowd, c. 1915

470

Figure 175
Bruce Burgess, Illustration of Coburn’s The Thousand Windows with comparable works
by the Vorticist artists William Roberts, Wyndham Lewis, and Frederick Etchells
Published in The British Journal of Photography, 1979
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Figure 176
Dorothy Shakespeare, Snow Scene, 1915
Published in Blast magazine, vol. 2, 1915
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Figure 177
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Station Roofs, Pittsburgh, 1910
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Figure 178
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Edward Wadsworth in front of A Short Flight, negative, 1916
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Figure 179
Edward Wadsworth, A Short Flight, 1914
Published in Blast magazine, vol. 1, 1914
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Figure 180
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Edward Wadsworth in front of Drydock or Isle of Dogs
Negative, 1916
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Figure 181
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Arthur Wesley Dow, 1903
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Figure 182
Wyndham Lewis, Composition, 1913
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Figure 183
Helen Saunders, Vorticist Design, c. 1915
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Figure 184
Edward Wadsworth, Abstract Composition, 1915
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Figure 185
David Bomberg, In the Hold, c. 1913–14
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Figure 186
David Bomberg, Ju Jitsu, c. 1913
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Figure 187
David Bomberg, Study for In the Hold, c. 1913–1914
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Figure 188
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Liverpool Cathedral, 1919
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Figure 189
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Liverpool Cathedral Under Construction, 1919
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Figure 190
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Liverpool Cathedral, 1920
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Figure 191
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Wyndham Lewis, 1916
Published in Coburn’s More Men of Mark, 1922
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Figure 192
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Edward Wadsworth, 1916
Published in Coburn’s More Men of Mark, 1922
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Figure 193
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Max Beerbohm, negative, 1908
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Figure 194
Alvin Langdon Coburn, As she is putting the child into the cradle, she hears the unusual
mysterious whisper in her ear: “Turn the mattress.” negative, c. 1914
Illustration for Maurice Maeterlinck, “Foretelling the Future: How Far May We Peer Into
the Great Unknown?” published in Nash’s Pall Mall Magazine, 1914
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Figure 195
Alvin Langdon Coburn, He saw a huge, indescribable form appear in a corner of his
room, with the number 90 standing out plainly in the middle. He sat up in bed and shut
and opened his eyes to persuade himself that he was not dreaming, negative, c. 1914
Illustration for Maurice Maeterlinck, “Foretelling the Future: How Far May We Peer Into
the Great Unknown?” published in Nash’s Pall Mall Magazine, 1914
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Figure 196
Alvin Langdon Coburn, A sensitive perceived in the crystal the sudden sinking in midocean of a large steamer flying a flag of three horizontal bars, black, white, and red, and
bearing the name Leutschland, negative, c. 1914
Illustration for Maurice Maeterlinck, “Foretelling the Future: How Far May We Peer Into
the Great Unknown?” published in Nash’s Pall Mall Magazine, 1914
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Figure 197
Alvin Langdon Coburn, Sometimes this premonition is a visual hallucination which
seizes upon us while awake; sometimes a shapeless but powerful obsession, an absurd
but imperative certainty which rises from the depths of our inner darkness
Negative, c. 1914
Illustration for Maurice Maeterlinck, “Foretelling the Future: How Far May We Peer Into
the Great Unknown?” published in Nash’s Pall Mall Magazine, 1914
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Figure 198
Jeffrey Katzin, Russell House Chandelier, 2009
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Figure 199
Wolfgang Tillmans, Freischwimmer 16, 2003
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Figure 200
Wolfgang Tillmans, Freischwimmer 190, 2011
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